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     This thesis addresses the phenomenon of land restitution among native people, which 

has emerged as a central issue within the broader context of State-indigenous people 

relations in the last two decades.  By focusing on idioms of land and place among the 

Mapuche people of Southern Chile, it approaches land restitution as a process in which 

two different understandings of the meanings associated with ancestral land, one of 

Mapuche people and the other one of the Chilean State, are brought together. This 

encounter is characterised by both unresponsive attitudes by functionaries working 

within the bureaucratic and legal framework and by genuine misunderstandings on the 

significance of ancestral land for the Mapuche people. More specifically, divergences 

are centred on the issue of cultural continuity between Mapuche residing in rural 

communities and the dwellers of the demanded ancestral land. By following the 

implications of the idiom of tuwün, as the specific geographical location of the origins 

for each Mapuche person, this thesis illustrates how the significance of ancestral land 

coexists with ambivalent feelings of distance towards the ancestry. 

     The relation between Mapuche people and their locality is central to the analysis of 

land claims. In this thesis, the claim made by Mapuche people that their ancestral place 

of origins is both a given element of the individual and a necessary condition in order to 

be Mapuche will not be taken as a discursive articulation of identity. Rather, by 

focusing on both the relation between human and non-human components of the local 

environment and the significance of the tuwün as a potential determination of Self and 

Otherness at different levels, the local ethnography will unambiguously point at the 

salience of the relation between Mapuche residents and their local surroundings. 
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1) Map showing the location of the Ninth region in Chile. Field site is marked in blue (map 
modified after Rojas 2007). 
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2) Map showing the location of Comunidades Indigenas (in pink) in the Ninth Region of 
Chile. The municipality of Traiguen is marked in blue (map compiled and kindly 
provided by the Subdirección Nacional Temuco of CONADI on December 2007). 
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3)  Map showing the location of Comunidades Indigenas in the municipal territory of 
Traiguen. Yellow and green spots correspond to properties recently transferred to 
Mapuche beneficiaries. The Indigenous Community Manuel Contreras is marked in red 
(map compiled and kindly provided by the Subdirección Nacional Temuco of CONADI 
on December 2007). 
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4)  Map showing the South Eastern Sector of the Municipality of Traiguen. The town is 
marked in red, while purple dots stand for the households that lie within Reducción  
Contreras (map elaborated during a local survey and kindly provided by Cristian 
Ramirez). 
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Reducción Contreras, Traiguen, Chile: June 15, 2008  

 

      Two years after submitting their appeal for land restitution, Comunidad Contreras 

received 365.64 hectares of land from the Chilean State, which had previously belonged 

to the agricultural estate of El Huadaco. Soon after hearing about the successful 

conclusion of their land claim, the residents of Comunidad Contreras believed that the 

historical event called for a large celebration. During a meeting held immediately after 

the transference of El Huadaco, the assembly of the community agreed that a ceremony 

should be held to celebrate their achievements. In the words of José Contreras, the 

representative of the community (or werken, a Mapuche term that my informants 

translated to me in Spanish as spokesperson) suggested that a “small ngillatun” should 

be organised. The ngillatun ritual is a ceremony lasting from two to three days, which is 

held in most Mapuche areas once every two or four years. In this case the residents of 

Comunidad Contreras agreed that only certain phases of this ceremony, such as the 

dances and collective incantations, were to mark the beginning of their festive 

celebration.  

 

    Two weeks after their meeting, on an unusually warm Sunday morning, the residents 

of Reducción Contreras congregated around the large storeroom of El Huadaco estate. 

A small branch of cinnamon tree (foye Map. or canelo Sp., Drimys winteri) was placed 

in front of the storeroom. The cinnamon tree is a plant commonly used to adorn the 

rewe altar, itself a carved trunk standing in the middle of the ceremonial ground known 

as the ngillatunwe. Eventually all the residents who have made their way to El Huadaco 

from their houses, were congregated around the canelo branch. The masatun, a type of 

dance composed of linear and synchronised movements of alternated lines of male and 
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female dancers, marked the beginning of the ritual. Once the cadenced sound of the 

pifülka flutes stopped, all attendees got closer to the small temporary rewe, while 

remaining in lines. Nely Cheuque officiated the llellipun, a rhythmic incantation 

directed to the main deity Chaw Dios or Chaw Ngenechen, which my informants had 

described to me as equivalent to the Christian God and revered according to Mapuche 

tradition (a la Mapuche Sp.).  

      A couple of years earlier, Nely, the wife of the last lonko of the community, was 

chosen by her neighbours to fulfil the same role of ritual organiser of her deceased 

husband. This role is typically attributed to men according to the principle of 

primogeniture, but her exceptional knowledge made Nely the most suited person to 

organise ngillatun rituals. During the llellipun incantation, she expressed her 

gratefulness for the restitution of El Huadaco and asked Chaw Dios to ensure strength 

and unity to the community. Another round of masatun dance marked the end of the 

llellipun and after a few minutes the music stopped again. The attendees slowly 

gathered in the proximity of the warehouse. The werken took the floor, quickly followed 

by the council members (dirigentes Sp.) and numerous residents. The speakers 

emphatically thanked all those residents who had actively participated in the lengthy 

arbitration with the Chilean State, and invited the entire community to remain united 

and endure in its effort to attain the restitution of the rest of their ancestral territory. At 

the end of the speeches a large meal began, described to me by some residents as 

misawun, a term roughly translatable as the sharing of food. Meat, soda drinks, wine 

and fried bread known as sopaipilla, were consumed first among family members 

gathered in small groups and later mutually offered among residents. Songs of cumbia 

ranchera, the party music in the Chilean countryside, were playing in the background.   

         The first event held by Comunidad Contreras in El Huadaco was a day to be 

remembered for all neighbours. After more than 120 years of ownership by winkas, the 

term used to indicate non-Mapuche people, El Huadaco was once again Mapuche land. 

Some male residents knew this property quite well, as they had been working there for 

years. One of the consequences of the historical process of land dispossession was 

indeed that most families in Reducción Contreras, as other rural areas, had needed to 

complement subsistence farming with wage work. This day was the first in which the 

neighbours of Reducción Contreras  had travelled to the bordering property of El 

Huadaco not to look for employment, but rather to gather there as owners of this tract of 
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land. This episode exemplifies a tension that will run throughout this thesis. Ancestry 

and novelty are two terms that immediately come to mind. On the one hand, the small 

ngillatun held on the recently assigned land property of El Huadaco reflects a wider 

context of continuity with the past. As my informants frequently explained to me, 

dances such as the masatun and the llellipun incantation are carried out according to a 

careful reiteration of the teachings of the ‘ancient ones’, in order for them to be 

successful and to help the ritual congregation attain divine intercession.  On the other 

hand, the ceremony held in El Huadaco was characterised by the creative use of 

different ritualistic elements that at first sight appear to contradict local interpretations 

of the necessity of unequivocally reproducing ancestral practices.  

     This episode epitomises a tension central to contemporary indigenous societies. 

Political action among indigenous people is inspired by developments in the politics of 

recognition and human rights that have occurred in the last three decades (Langer and 

Muñoz 2003 and Yashar 2005). Yet social movements are inspired by the promise of 

cultural revitalization to bring back ways of life and customs threatened by modernity. 

In this process, images of cultural continuity accompany political action inspired by 

concerns over cultural loss. Environmental degradation often stands as the visual 

depiction of a wider sense of loss (Kirsch 2001). Land claims are perhaps the 

quintessential example of this tension. On the one hand, demands of restitution of 

ancient territories are founded on the claim that cultural continuity is necessarily 

predicated upon ancestral land. On the other, the present of indigenous claimants is 

characterised by issues of “hybridity” and “cultural loss” that anthropological research 

has paid great deal of attention to. What is more, the legal mechanisms of land claims 

founded on the saliency of landed property are at odds with indigenous-land relations 

(Abramson 2000a and Nadasdy 2002). 

     Anthropology has long been interested in indigenous-State relations. In particular, 

social movements have been thoroughly investigated through a focus on the cultural 

implications of political action. Indigenous mobilisation has been a fertile field for the 

advancement of the debate on identity politics (Warren and Jackson 2002 and de la 

Cadena and Starn 2007). Central to the study of the politics of indigeneity is the tension 

between modernity and tradition that runs across the entire field of relations between 

indigenous and non-indigenous people. Identity politics seem to have provided a 

convincing solution to this tension. By drawing from constructivist approaches to social 




��
�

movements (see Melucci 1989 and Escobar 1992), the study of the politics of 

indigeneity has proposed a scenario where identity can be appropriated and remodelled 

through political action. The politics of indigeneity has drawn attention to the agency of 

the social actors who are given the ability to adopt shifting identities. Meanwhile, 

society no longer exercises a limitation on human behaviour, but rather offers a vast 

field of possibilities including that of redefining one's identity through politics.  

     I contend that something is lost in this approach. Identity politics and constructivist 

approaches to social movements share an attention to the implications of collective 

action, but the motivations that inform mobilisation in the first place are often out of 

focus. The particular case of land claims invites us to question whether or not political 

processes involving indigenous people can lead to cultural revitalisation and the 

articulation of new identities. Similarly one can ask how claims centred on the salience 

of the land-people relation are used as a rhetorical strategy to clearly define indigenous 

culture. This thesis will partly avoid these questions, as the analysis of Mapuche land 

claims will show something perhaps more banal. Ancestral land matters to the Mapuche 

people for no other reason. The celebration of Comunidad Contreras for the restitution 

of their historically dispossessed land clearly illustrates the consequences of land 

restoration as a form of indigenous collective action. It does not, however, show why 

they are there in the first place. I believe that such a question can be approached only if 

we look at the meanings associated with the place of origins by the claimants and the 

political action to protect and restore it. This is the objective that animates this thesis. 

 

Scope and organisation of this thesis  

 

     This thesis is about land claims among the Mapuche people. More specifically, it 

focuses on motivations behind demands for restitution of ancestral territories lost by 

Mapuche communities in the last 150 years and how land restitution, as a process 

involving Mapuche communities and state officials, exposes differences in, adoptions of 

and misunderstandings of the meanings attributed to land and place by Mapuche and 

non-Mapuche Chileans.
  Through the principles of the 1993 Indigenous Law (Ley 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1              This particular expression is consistent with local idioms of identity that will be 
mentioned throughout this thesis. Mapuche people can refer to non-indigenous Chileans as 
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Indigena 19.253), the Chilean state has opened the possibility for negotiations on land 

disputes between Mapuche communities (Comunidades Indigenas) and landowners, 

which in many cases have been latent for several decades. The agency CONADI 

(Corporación Nacional de Desarrollo Indígena) is responsible for both arbitration of 

disputes and for programmes of land subsidy that target Mapuche households and aim at 

improving their economic development. While large funds have been deployed to 

relocate Mapuche families onto properties bought by the state from non-indigenous land 

owners, many land disputes remain unresolved. Some communities have accepted 

relocation into distant properties, while others have persisted in their demands, when the 

owners of demanded land refuse to sell their property. The Mapuche conflict (conflicto 

Mapuche Sp.) is a much debated topic in Chile, since in many cases land disputes have 

resulted in occupations and other forms of mobilisation by Mapuche communities that 

have been met with police repression.  

     This thesis is meant as a contribution to the rich anthropological discussion on 

indigenous collective action. Since the 1980s, the emergence of extensive social 

movements with the subsequent expansion of the debate on indigenous rights in Latin 

America has invited many analysts to rethink certain assumptions about modernity, 

democracy and indigenous identity in the region. Numerous studies have highlighted 

the role of indigenous movements in the redefinition of the Latin American nation as a 

multi-ethnic state (Van Cott 1994 and 2005, Langer and Muñoz 2003, Maybury-Lewis 

2002, Postero and Zamosc 2004 and Yashar 2005). These contributions have provided 

insights on questions of identity politics in Latin America by focusing on indigenous 

reactions against assimilatory policies and, more generally, to State control. Such 

approaches, however, also have certain limitations. One is particular central to the scope 

of this thesis. 

     While works inspired by the paradigm of identity politics have soundly suggested the 

need to look at certain contemporary processes within indigenous societies, those local 

motivations that animate the political struggle in the first place are often left in the 

background of the analysis. Since Kay Warren’s (1998) seminal work on the Pan-

Mayan movement, several anthropological works have illustrated the dynamic nature of 

identity and the processual character of Amerindian movements (de la Cadena and Starn 
���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ����������
”winkas” or “Chileans”. The term Chilean is not exclusive and Mapuche people tend to consider 
themselves as Chileans. Accordingly, for the Mapuche people to be Chilean can be equivalent 
to be a winka and to come from this country.   
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2007, Garcia 2005, Warren and Jackson 2002). As suggested by Warren and Jackson, 

the analysis of the discursive practices of indigenous movements allows the possibility 

of not “proving or disproving a particular essentialised view of culture but rather 

examining the ways essences are constructed in practice and disputed in political 

rhetoric” (2002: 9). Echoes of constructivist approaches to collective action, which have 

been generally developed within the sociological framework of social movement theory 

(see Melucci 1989), can also be found in anthropological works on social movements in 

Latin America (e.g. Escobar 1992 and Calderon et al. 1992). 

        Indigenous movements have usually been approached through constructivist 

paradigms shared with the more general study of social movements. In the narrative of 

identity politics, which is applied to indigenous collective action, mobilisation is the 

way through which identities are reshaped. I believe that a focus on identity as the result 

of a constructivist process might be misleading in the analysis of indigenous land 

claims. In contrast to other contemporary social movements, such as ecologist and anti-

capitalist movements whose influence often extends to indigenous organisations, the 

major question to ask about Amerindian collective is not about the emergence of new 

ethnic identities, but rather the motivations behind political action. Hence this thesis 

will pose a central question. How is the relation between indigenous people and the 

State informed by the cosmological significance of the object of the political action? 

More specifically, how are land claims and negotiations shaped by the meanings 

attributed to the demanded land by Mapuche people and the interpretations of these 

meanings by state officials? The major implication of these two questions is that the 

focus is here taken back to the motivations behind political demands.  

     To look exclusively at the consequences of collective action on local articulations of 

identity provides an image of agency that in some ways contradicts claims by 

Amerindian people concerning the power of their cosmologies to direct their relations 

towards the object of the political struggle, land in this case. The claim that Mapuche 

identity is framed by their relation with ancestral land will be the starting point of this 

thesis, which aims to illustrate the link between Mapuche people and their locality as a 

salient condition, rather than a metaphorical articulation of identity and difference with 

the winka, the category employed in reference to non-indigenous people. Hence, this 

thesis will develop the analysis of the relation between Mapuche people and the Chilean 

State by focusing on notions of land, place and belonging that are constitutive of 
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political action. Latour’s (2005a) persuasive invitation to develop an object-oriented 

approach to political analysis, defined as Dingpolitik, is taken in this thesis not as a 

heuristic agenda informing ethnographic research a priori, but rather as a suggestion 

inspired by the same ethnographic experience of being exposed to practices and 

articulations pointing to the cosmological significance of land and locality.  

      The relation with ancestral land involving Mapuche people will be presented as a 

compelling form of self-determination that coexists with others, such as the articulation 

of identity founded on an inherently Mapuche form of sociality. In particular, the 

significance of ancestral land as a form of self-determination emerges within the 

relational context of land arbitration, in which rootedness becomes the focal point for 

establishing contrasts of alterity with the winka. The Mapuche relation with their local 

surroundings will be explored by focusing on the notion of tuwün, a term that can be 

roughly translated as place of origins and refer to the geographical space associated with 

one's descent. This concept is central to the clarification of the main argument of this 

thesis. Let us briefly sketch it. 

    Tuwün is where the origins of each individual can be found. According to the 

customary rule of virilocality, tuwün is the primordial location of agnatic descent. 

Significantly to the scope of this thesis, tuwün is considered a given element of the 

person and its influence extends to the behaviour of all individuals sharing the same 

place of origins. This is similar to küpal, the other central concept of Mapuche 

personhood which can be roughly translated as descent. This notion of tuwün ultimately 

emerges as a form of determination of Self and Otherness, which is extended to 

Mapuche people from other locations, and to the winka-Other, whose unpredictable and 

deceitful behaviours are associated with their uprootedness and lack of tuwün. Two 

major implications of this notion will be central to my ethnographic analysis.  

    The first implication is that Mapuche self-determination is centred on the condition of 

rootedness. As the rest of the thesis will clarify, self-determination is a complex issue 

involving different features. This thesis focuses on one central aspect, namely the 

relation between Mapuche people and their ancestral territory, which emerges clearly in 

the context of land negotiations with Chilean officials. Mapuche identity is thus 

predicated upon rootedness to the ancestral land. The implications of the need to protect 

and endure in the place of origins clearly emerge as a conundrum for the Mapuche. In 

order to be Mapuche - that is a people defined by their condition of rootedness - 
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practices and lifestyles of the winkas such as land titles, documents and Spanish 

education have to be adopted, and residents need to distance themselves from their 

ancestors whose superstition supposedly made them powerless against land 

expropriation by winkas in the last 150 years. Such an adoption is highly problematic 

and is generally associated with the idiom of awinkamiento. This idiom refers to the 

process of becoming winka-like, which is both desired in order to adopt the power 

associated with the winka and is despised inasmuch as non-indigenous practices such as 

reliance on documents and invasive agricultural techniques, represent a potential threat 

to customary practices centred around respect (yewen Map. respeto Sp.) towards the 

physical surroundings and other human beings. ‘Respect’ is indeed the other major form 

of self-determination and is partly lost as a result of the desire to preserve the tuwün and 

thus endure as Mapuche.  

    The attention paid in this thesis to the conundrum centred on the relation between the 

significance of tuwün and awinkamiento reflects Viveiros de Castro’s view on 

anthropology as the “the art of determining the problems posed by each culture, not the 

art of finding solutions to those problems posed by our own” (2003: 9). The second 

implication of the model of tuwün refers to another ‘problem’, this time not posed by 

the Mapuche people. I am referring to the ambivalence between the significance of 

ancestral land and perceptions of distance with the dwellers of this land, the ‘ancient 

ones’. This ambivalence is perceived as such by Chilean state officials and thus 

becomes a real ‘problem’ in land claims. In fact, the apparent discontinuance with the 

customs of the ‘ancient ones’ can threaten the success of land demands. There are two 

reasons for the seemingly ambivalent perception of the ancestors, who are remembered 

for their ‘respect’ and knowledge and yet blamed for their superstition that made them 

powerless when confronted by the winkas. Firstly, desired discontinuance with the 

ancestry emerged in the context of contact with the winkas centred on land loss and 

exploitation. Secondly, according to the model of identity presented in this thesis, tuwün 

is better understood as a potentiality for the determination of the individual rather than a 

reiteration of the influence of descent and place of origins.  

     Having clarified the major implications of the notion of tuwün on both Mapuche 

determination and the process of land claims, we can summarise the major points that 

this thesis will develop into a simple argument. This thesis will show that ancestral 

Mapuche land claims are framed by the notion of tuwün, as the potential determination 
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of the individual and a localised site of belonging. The significance of ancestral land, 

thus, coexists with ambivalent feelings towards the ancestors. The structure of this 

thesis reflects its primary objective, namely to present ancestral land restoration in 

Southern Chile as a political process informed by Mapuche notions of place and land. 

Accordingly the analysis of land negotiations involving Mapuche communities and 

State will be developed in Part II, while Part I will focus on notions of land and place 

among the Mapuche. 

   Part I of this thesis will suggest that demands over ancestral land are informed by both 

a sense of entitlement towards land occupied by the ancestors and lost to the Chilean 

State and European settlers in the last 150 years, and the general aspiration of Mapuche 

people to endure in their tuwün. The analysis of the major implications of tuwün will be 

the main concern of the four chapters of Part I. Chapter 1 will focus on those historical 

trajectories that have led to the present state of land shortage and awinkamiento in rural 

Mapuche communities. In Chapter 2, the concept of tuwün will be explored by focusing 

on its implications for personhood, self-determination and the Mapuche’s relations with 

the ancestors. Chapter 3 will provide an analysis of the relation between Mapuche 

farmers and their physical surrounding by focusing on the tension between the 

significance of environmental values associated with the ancestors and the necessity of 

adopting invasive forms of agricultural production adopted from the winkas. Chapter 4 

will explore the major implications of the idiom of awinkamiento by contextualising it 

within the historical trajectory of notions of private property within Mapuche 

communities. 

     Part II of this thesis will focus on the relation between Mapuche claimants and state 

officials within the legal framework of the Chilean land restitution programme instituted 

in 1993. This part aims to illustrate how notions of place and land ownership, discussed 

in Part One, are susceptible to potential misunderstandings, adaptation to the jural 

language of human rights and property, and greeted by unresponsive attitudes by state 

functionaries. Chapter 5 will illustrate the major implications of the employment of jural 

language of property by Mapuche claimants in order to delineate their ancestral 

territory. Chapter 6 will focus on the disputed nature of sacred sites involved in land 

disputes in order to illustrate the origins of the divergences between state functionaries 

and Mapuche claimants on the interpretations of the triadic relation linking land, 

ancestors and their descendants. Part II aims to offer an ethnographic analysis of 
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Mapuche land claims centred on the issue of cultural translation involving notions of 

property and the significance of ancestral land. Chapter 5 and 6 will illustrate how 

motivations behind ancestral land claims, which have been discussed in Part I, do not 

only inspire collective action by Mapuche communities, but also affect the way in 

which land restitution is negotiated with Chilean authorities. 

 

Mapuche and Amerindian anthropology  

 

    This thesis is meant as a contribution to the growing literature on land rights and 

collective action among Amerindian people. While these issues have been extensively 

investigated through the tools of political economy and identity politics (e.g. Occhipinti 

2003 and Gordillo 2002), land restoration will be approached in this thesis with a focus 

on the inherent land-people relation that informs Mapuche land claims. As previously 

suggested, the link between Mapuche people and their place of origins is a central 

element in self-determination. This topic will accordingly be analysed by bringing 

together different indigenous idioms related to human-environment relations, 

personhood and alterity. The significance of these topics has been inspired by 

developments in the field of Amerindian studies. This thesis aims to contribute to the 

expanding field of Amerindian anthropology by highlighting commonalities and 

differences concerning human-environment relations, personhood and alterity between 

the Mapuche people and the rest of the region. The following paragraphs will illustrate 

the major theoretical suggestions raised by Amerindian anthropology, which this thesis 

will address. Before moving to this discussion, it is constructive to clarify the particular 

place of Mapuche ethnography within the vast field of Amerindian studies and the 

contribution of this thesis to the local literature.  

    Anthropological writings on Mapuche society have been characterised by a lack of 

communication with research conducted among other Amerindian societies. Only recent 

works have attempted to generate a dialogue with other Amerindian studies (Course 

2005). The reason for the analytical isolation of the Mapuche lies in the difficulty of 

assigning them with the two major cultural areas, namely the Amazonian and the 

Andean. Neither located in the Andean highlands nor in the Atlantic lowlands, Mapuche 

society has for long been considered to lack any commonality with other Amerindian 
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people. This tendency seemingly reflects the particular colonial history of the Mapuche 

people who have military preserved their territory from the Spanish crown and has thus 

lived for at least three centuries engulfed by territories under colonial control (Bengoa 

2003 and Boccara 1999). Nonetheless, several key issues concerning Mapuche history 

and society vividly resonate with the rest of the region. Ethnographic research illustrates 

not only the intrinsic features of Mapuche cosmology, but also points of contact with 

other regions. It would indeed be a misrepresentation to think of Amerindian societies 

in complete isolation. Most importantly, such an assumption is at odds with the 

common practice in the rural Mapuche population to refer to other South American 

indigenous people as “Mapuche” for numerous perceived similarities when watching 

TV programmes about other countries in the continent. Ultimately, Mapuche 

ethnography can only benefit from a more engaged dialogue with anthropological 

contributions from the region. Having said this, we can now move to the major 

discussions raised in Mapuche ethnography, which are arguably framed by the localist 

bias described so far approach. 

     While I do not propose to offer an exhaustive review, it is helpful to illustrate the 

main trajectories within Mapuche ethnography in order to show the need for more 

decisive attention to local belonging and landscape, which have so far been explored 

only marginally. Much has been written on Mapuche society since the first years of the 

war against the Spanish invaders. Early accounts on Southern Chile, including the epic 

poem Araucania (Ercilla y Zúñiga 1981 [1569]), Cautiverio Felíz, a chronicle by the 

Spanish captive Francisco Núñez de Pineda y Bascuñán written in the 17th century 

(1948 [1863]), the work of the Jesuit historian Diego de Rosales (1969 [1674]), 19th 

century travelogues (see Smith1971 [1855] and Domeyko 1971 [1845]) and linguistic 

studies by Jesuit and Capuchin missionaries (Augusta 2007 [1916] and Valdivia 1887 

[1606]), provided valuable material for historiographic and ethnographic research in the 

20th century.  

      The earliest systematic studies on Mapuche society date back at the end of the 19th 

century with the work of José Medina (1882) and later with Tomás Guevara (1908 and 

1913) and Ricardo Latcham (1924), who provided detailed descriptions of customs, 

rituals and practices of Mapuche people. A few decades later Bertha Koessler-Ilg 

offered a significant contribution to the study of Mapuche mythology with the recording 

of numerous myths among Argentinian Mapuche (2000 [1954]). In the first half of the 
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20th century, chronicles by Mapuche people were recorded by historians and early 

ethnographers in the country in order to record what at the time was feared to be a 

vanishing culture (Coña and Wilhelm 1984 [1930] and Guevara and Mañkelef 2002 

[1912]). This body of work currently represents an invaluable body of material, not least 

for the analysis of historical trajectories concerning Mapuche ritual practices and 

political organisation. 

     Since the 1980s an intense historiographic and sociological production on Mapuche 

society has covered the major historical processes affecting this population, including 

the emergence of political activism in the 20th century (Bengoa 2000, 1999 and 2003, 

Foerster and Montecino 1988, Hernandez 2003, Mallon 2005 and Pinto 2003). At the 

same time, a consistent body of works by Mapuche intellectuals and activists has 

emerged with the aim of representing Mapuche society and history from an indigenous 

perspective (see Chihuailaf 1999 and Mariman et al. 2006). Since the discussion on 

Mapuche rights and national identity is an extremely polarized topic in Chile, many 

sociological and historical works instantiate implicit and explicit political agendas. 

While some studies highlight the limits of the Chilean legislation in regards to its 

indigenous minorities (Instituto de Estudios Indigenas 2003), other analyses implicitly 

delegitimise demands for collective rights by claiming the historical assimilation of the 

Mapuche people through mestizaje (see Villalobos 1995 and 2000). 

       The argumentative nature of works on Mapuche society and history have largely 

influenced ethnographic and historiographic research to the extent that, as in the case 

with literature on other Amerindian societies (Kelly 2005:201), two major polarised 

tendencies can be observed. On the one hand, an extensive body of works deal with the 

topics of customs, shamanic knowledge, mythology and religiosity (Alonqueo 1979, 

Foerster 1993, Grebe 1993, Schindler 2006). On the other hand, identity politics is 

adopted as the major framework in discussions on Mapuche-state relations and 

citizenship (McFall 1998, McFall and Morales 2000, Richards 2004, Terwindt 2009 and 

Briones 2007). Sometimes, the impression is that there are almost two distinct Mapuche 

societies. This thesis, in contrast, is inspired by the intention to reflect on the resilience 

of Mapuche cosmology within the current and dynamic relations with the Chilean State. 

      While this polarised tendency is arguably a recent development in the literature on 

Amerindian societies, for a long time Mapuche ethnography has focused on classical 

anthropological themes such as social structure and kinship. Since the earliest instances 
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of Mapuche ethnography, most authors shared the aim of providing holistic accounts of 

how individuals are integrated within the reservation (reducción Sp.) and how cohesion 

is maintained within groups and lineages. Hilger (1957) and Titiev (1951), whose 

detailed description of customs and social organization were meant as a record of a 

culture destined to vanish, were the earliest researchers to employ ethnographic 

fieldwork in Southern Chile.  

       Despite Titiev’s gloomy prediction, ethnographic investigation among the Mapuche 

intensified in the 1960s and 1970s. Louis Faron (1964 and 1968) provided a thorough 

and comprehensive analysis of Mapuche political organization, kinship and ritual. 

Working firmly within the idiom of functionalism, Faron went on to collect an 

exceptionally abundant body of ethnographic material on social and religious practices, 

which responded to the customary law of admapu and thus facilitated the social 

integration of individuals, group cohesion and preservation of cultural traits through 

ancestors’ cult. A similar concern with group formation and power is present in the two 

major anthropological works of the 1970s, both loosely inspired by Weberian notions of 

action. Milan Stuchlik (1976) has provided an actor-centred account on social 

recruitment, especially concerning arrangements of sharecropping, in Mapuche 

reducciónes, and Thomas Melville (1976) has scrupulously reviewed forms of power 

relations involving both Mapuche communities and external influences. 

     The mentioned works offer a valuable comparative and diachronic dimension to the 

ethnographic material discussed in this thesis. Their general concern with changes to 

and maintenance of social structure has, however, led to the articulation of a dialogue 

restricted exclusively to Mapuche experts and with little reference to topics discussed in 

other Amerindian areas. Recent anthropological works have moved away from a localist 

perspective to embrace a more comparative analysis focused on specific analytical 

categories. This is the case with archaeologist Tom Dillehay (1990a, 1990b and 2007) 

who wrote extensively on Mapuche sacred landscape and ancestors’ cult and Ana 

Bacigalupo (2003, 2004, 2007) whose work focuses on the role of machi shamans in 

Mapuche cosmology, gender relations and political movement. In these works, topics 

such as landscape and shamanism are discussed by drawing from suggestions raised in 

different regions. 

        It is with Magnus Course (2005, 2007, 2008 and 2009), that Mapuche ethnography 

opens to the analysis of intrinsically Amerindian phenomena, such as mind/body 
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dualism and personhood. Course’s work focuses on the inherent relation between the 

Mapuche person and society, a topic which is explored by looking at modes of sociality, 

kinship and personhood. Course’s research has moved forward from the classic debate 

on Mapuche group formation and social structure (Titiev 1951, Faron 1968 and Stuchlik 

1976), which was centred on those social pressures and constraints leading the 

individual in his inter-personal relation: “only by understanding different aspects of 

personhood can we understand the inter-personal relations to which these aspects give 

rise” (Course 2005: 131).Course’s work on the resilience of an intrinsically Mapuche 

sense of personhood is pivotal to the analysis of notions of property and place, issues 

that will be discussed in this thesis and have been marginal to the present discussion on 

indigenous land rights in Chile. 

    The recent developments in Mapuche ethnography have suggested the need for a 

more engaged dialogue between studies on Mapuche society and anthropological work 

carried out in other Amerindian areas. As previously mentioned, since issues raised in 

both Andean and Amazonian regions are relevant to some features of Mapuche 

cosmology and society, it is sound to assume the possibility of historical commonalities 

among distant areas, which originated in both the regional context of contact with 

European powers and the presence of an extensive network between indigenous groups. 

This is certainly the case for Andean societies, since economic exchange and warfare 

between Picunche people, the Mapuche population living in Central Chile, and the 

Incan empire has been documented (Silva 1983). Accordingly, certain key issues that 

are central to Andean anthropology are also significant to the analysis of Mapuche 

society and history.  

         Indigenous perspectives on history and colonial rule (Abercrombie 1998 and 

Rappaport 1998), the relation between syncretism and cultural change (Dover et al. 

1992, Orta 2004, Larson and Harris 1995) and forms of sociality concerning agricultural 

work and reciprocity (Harris 2000 and 2007), are issues widely discussed within 

Andean anthropology and bear compelling implications to the study of Mapuche 

society. Points of contact between Andean and Mapuche ethnography emerge even 

more clearly in the remarkable similarities between labour arrangements, such as work 

parties, and the significance of reciprocity in inter-personal relations. In contrast, certain 

topics that have historically dominated Andean studies bear little interest for 

anthropological research on Mapuche society. This is the case for Andean dualism and, 
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in particular, the exchange network between different ecological areas in the highlands, 

which has come to be known as the vertical archipelago (Murra 1980 [1956]).�  

        While certain issues raised within Andean studies are arguably congruent with a 

focus on land and place among the Mapuche, this thesis is also inspired by some of the 

theoretical developments elaborated within Amazonianist anthropology. Ethnographic 

research in the region has highlighted the complexity of alterity and the inclusive 

character of cosmologies in the region (see Hugh-Jones 1992, Gow 1991, Kelly 2005 

and Rival 2002). In particular, this thesis will approach two related Amerindian 

phenomena, namely the domestication of Otherness through the adoption of goods and 

practices associated with whitemen and the process of becoming-Other. Both processes 

are also observable in Mapuche societies, despite substantial divergences within the 

premises and implications of these phenomena, which will be addressed in Part I of this 

thesis.       

     Research among Amazonian people has generally proposed the idea of the inclusion 

of dangerous Others as central to the reproduction of society (Gow 2001, Overing and 

Passes 2000 and Vilaça 2002). The potentiality of Amazonian societies to include 

outsiders in local communities has been remarked upon in several works (e.g. Killick 

2007 and Gow 1991). This phenomenon is arguably a reflection of a wider feature of 

Amazonian kinship, namely the symbolic precedence of affinity over consanguinity as 

the constituted mode of social relations (Viveiros de Castro 2001). This regional 

phenomenon resonates with Mapuche sociality, which is characterised by potential 

affinity as the “default state of sociality out of which other relationships must be 

constructed” (Course 2005: 198). While the inclusion of Otherness emerges as a 

significant regional process, this thesis will also highlight divergences between the 

Amazonian lowlands and Southern Chile by focusing on the significance of descent to 

the sense of belonging towards ancestral land among the Mapuche, an issue that will be 

unfolded in Chapter 2. 

      The other topic widely discussed in Amazonianist anthropology that is also central 

to the analysis of winka-Mapuche relations is the process of ‘becoming-whitemen’, also 

framed by expressions such as ‘becoming civilised’. Research among different groups 
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�          An example of similarities in Andean and Mapuche labour arrangement comes from work 
parties. The Mapuche mingaco is likely to have etymologically derived from the Quechua minga 
(Bengoa 2003:195), a work party organised in the Andean highlands (Harris 2000:154)�
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in lowland Amazonia has questioned the connotation of local idioms of ‘becoming 

Other’ as cultural loss, by highlighting their open-ended and dynamic nature of such 

processes which arguably reflect the inclusiveness of regional cosmologies (Gow 1991, 

Kelly 2005 and Rival 2002). The process of ‘becoming Other’, which is central to 

Amazonian people, also has significant implications for contemporary Mapuche society. 

In particular, the process of awinkamiento, literally “becoming winka-like”, will be 

discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to the adoption of documents and land titles as an 

example of the problematic domestication of Otherness among the Mapuche. 

Differences with Amazonian forms of becoming-Other will be highlighted in order to 

clarify the inherently Mapuche features of this process.  

  My brief overview of the major theoretical developments in Andean and Amazonian 

anthropology, which are significant to the scope of this thesis, does little justice to the 

complexity of these issues. The rest of the thesis, however, will attempt to overcome 

this limitation by further unfolding points of contact and divergences between Mapuche 

societies and the Andean and Amazonian cultural areas. Such a strategy unmistakably 

points to the benefit of developing a more regionally integrated literature on Amerindian 

societies. We can now move to the other bulk of anthropological literature that this 

thesis addresses.  

 

The anthropology of place and land 

 

   This thesis aims to contribute to the growing anthropological research on land 

restitution among indigenous people. In the last decades, land restitution programmes 

have profoundly affected social relations and local landscapes in several countries. The 

impact of this process has attracted the attention of several anthropologists and, due to 

the multifaceted nature of land restitution, ethnographic works on this topic have 

adopted a vast range of approaches (see Nadasdy 2002, Sutton 2003, James 2007, 

Povinelli 2002 and Fay and James 2009). Land restitution programmes have been 

designed in countries characterised by such diverse phenomena as land claims by 

indigenous people and decollectivisation of agricultural land. Accordingly, literature on 

this subjects ranges from a focus on property relations and the consequences brought 

about by land reform in post-socialist Eastern Europa (Verdery 2003) to one on 
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authenticity and essentialism in countries where indigenous land claims have been 

regulated by specific legal mechanisms (Clifford 1988 and Povinelli 2002).  

     The reason for the vast diversity of anthropological approaches to land restitution 

lies not only in evident regional differences. The consequences of land restitution pose 

numerous questions having to do with issues as diverse as state power and local idioms 

of land and place. As Fay and James (2009) posit, land restitution is an object of 

anthropological analysis sui generis, inasmuch as it brings together different 

anthropological concerns such as property, state and the market, prompting the 

researcher to rethink them (ibid: 2). While several works have eloquently shown the 

implications of land restitution programme for the anthropological discussion on 

governmentality and citizenship (e.g. Nuijten and Lorenzo 2009 and Tiedje 2009), this 

thesis seeks to contribute to the study of indigenous land claims and restitution 

programmes by focusing on the significance of ancestral land and locality for the 

claimants and the consequences of the translation of these local idioms into the jural 

language of property, which is necessary in negotiations with the State. To do so, I will 

resort to the analytical approaches developed within the anthropological fields of land 

and place.  

     The emergence of place as a salient anthropological category occurred 

simultaneously with ethnographic research on notions of belonging and community 

conducted in the 1990s. A large literature devoted to these related topics has highlighted 

the complexity of local constructions of place (see Feld and Basso 1996, Lovell 1998 

and Low and Lawrence-Zuñiga 2003). While other disciplines, such as philosophy and 

cultural geography (see Casey 1998 and Tuan 1974), have partly inspired 

anthropological debate on place, the ethnographic investigation of this trans-cultural 

phenomenon implies a move away from a focus on individual experiences to the 

analysis of local theories of dwelling, that is, the discursive and non-discursive 

articulations of senses of place (Feld and Basso 1996:6).  

         Implicit to the ethnographic investigation of place is the critique of a tendency in 

anthropological research to focus on trans-nationalism as the primary condition of 

modernity. In particular, the connotation of culture as multi-sited has been articulated by 

several works (see Appadurai 1988, Marcus 1995 and Gupta and Ferguson 1997) that 

have focused on the global and local flows that constitute cultural experiences in 

contemporary societies. Although the intensification of circulation of goods, ideas and 
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people in the last century might have radically changed the customary relation between 

space and culture, place still matters for its capacity to hold multiple meanings that are 

spatially constructed (Rodman 1992). By focusing on the complexity of meanings 

associated with place, anthropology has acknowledged the resilience of the link between 

locality and its dwellers. Similarly, by drawing upon theoretical developments in urban 

studies (see Lefebvre 1991 and Harvey 1989), research centred on the relation between 

capitalism and local constructions of place has pointed to both the compelling effects of 

the global market on local geographies (Escobar 2001) and the reaction against such 

markets through the constant expansion of contested spaces (Low and Lawrence-Zuñiga 

2003) and geographies of resistance (Feld and Basso 1996:4).  

       This thesis aims to contribute to the anthropological literature on place in two ways. 

Firstly, the significance of ancestral land among the Mapuche will be discussed 

according to the implication of the local idiom of tuwün. Hence attention will be paid to 

the discursive articulations of the centrality of place for Mapuche personhood and 

identity. The implications of the theory of place centred on the notion of tuwün will be 

discussed throughout this thesis. Secondly, belonging to a locality is not always 

articulated within an explicit model of identity, but often emerges through those 

observations that might initially go unnoticed. I am referring to those practices and 

representations of the local environment, which ultimately strengthen the link between a 

group of dwellers and their locality. The relation between practices and representations 

is central to anthropological research on notions of land and landscape. This thesis will 

also address the major points raised by works centred on these two issues. 

      In the last decades, landscape has emerged at the core of anthropological research on 

human relations with their surroundings. Seminal works on this subject (Bender 1993, 

Hirsch and O’Hanlon 1995 and Tilley 1994) have advocated a move away from the idea 

of landscape as representation, to one that could include experiences and practical 

engagement with the local environment. The concept of landscape originated in the 

Western visual tradition, as a representation of space achieved through perspective. 

Since its earliest uses, the very idea of landscape has implied separation and observation 

(Tilley 1994: 24). Social sciences have thus looked at this phenomenon as the 

inscription of collective meanings in the physical surrounding. Cosgrove and Daniels' 

definition of landscape as “a cultural image, a pictorial way of representing, structuring 

or symbolising surroundings” (1988: 1) exemplifies this point. Contrary to an 
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understanding of landscape as a static framework, anthropological contributions have 

tended to highlight the dynamic and processual nature of this phenomenon by focusing 

on dwellers' experiences. As posited by Bender, “landscape is never inert, as people 

engage with it, re-work it, appropriate and contest it” (1993: 3).    

     Anthropological contributions to the study of landscape have thus invited us to look 

at phenomenon as a cultural process. As suggested by Hirsch (1995), landscape as a 

process implies a tension between two different poles of existence, one defined as a 

foreground actuality which refers to the context and form of everyday and un-reflexive 

forms of experience, and a background potentiality consisting of the representation and 

idealisation of human life, in other words, “the way we could be” (1995: 4). The 

processual nature of the landscape is arguably dependent on this tension, which is also 

central to the ethnographic analysis carried out in this thesis. Another significant tension 

implicit to landscape is its ability to evoke images of continuity and disruption with the 

past, which informs present articulations of identity. Particularly interesting to the scope 

of this research is the relation between landscape and memory (see Bender 2002, 

Gordillo 2004, Ingold 1993, Strathern and Stewart 2003), as in Mapuche land claims 

landscape not only reinforces perceptions of relatedness with the ancestors through the 

historical signification of specific places, but also informs a sense of loss and injustice.�  

Since landscapes are not articulated exclusively through representations and images, but 

also through practical engagement with the physical surroundings, the local 

ethnography presented in this thesis will also discuss the major implications of human-

environment relations among the Mapuche  (see Descola 1996 and Ingold 2000).  

      A focus on landscape is certainly constructive to the analysis of Mapuche 

articulations of place. However human relations with the land can be better analysed by 

complementing an experiential approach with one focused on those collective 

phenomena (such as notions of ownership, land tenure and symbolic representation of 

land as a substance) that are essential to everyday engagement with the local 

surroundings. Accordingly, while landscape is taken as a central issue in this thesis, 

attention is also paid to other domains of social life through which land emerges as the 
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� ������� The relation between landscape and memory has been investigated in Amerindian 
societies with a particular focus on the writing of history in the landscape (see Gordillo 2004, 
Heckenberger 2005, Santos-Granero 1998 and Sikkink and Choque 1999). 
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material signifier of cultural difference (Abramson 2000: 3). In particular, a focus on 

land encompassing the analysis of its symbolic representations, local landscapes and 

land tenure can contribute to the discussion of the relation between the experiential 

nature of landscape and the significance of land economy in the political, social and 

religious domains of Mapuche society.  

      As proposed by Abramson, land is a significant category of investigation “not on the 

strength of its cognitive or experiential importance alone, but precisely because, in all of 

its human settings, land appears both as object with use-value and as a symbol with 

meaning” (2000: 2). Abramson’s point is taken in this thesis, where the discussion on 

landscape and place will be complemented by an analysis of Mapuche notions of land 

ownership and property. In the last decades, a rich anthropological literature on notions 

of property and ownership (Hann 1998, Hirsch and Strathern 2004, Strathern 1999 and 

Verdery and Humphrey 2004) has invited us to look at property beyond its classical 

characterisation as system. The major points raised by the anthropological 

problemitisation of the concept of property will be discussed in this thesis, since the 

ethnographic analysis of human relations requires a focus on the mutual relation of 

belonging between people and their land. 

 

Fieldword 

 

    The attention paid to the categories of place and land in this thesis was largely 

inspired by daily conversations and work in the fields with the residents at Reducción 

Contreras. In this sense, it will be helpful to briefly sketch the story of how I arrived to 

Reducción Contreras. This personal story parallels the trajectory of my research 

interests, which gradually moved from an initial and exclusive focus on State power and 

indigenous people to one that also encompassed local notions associated with claims 

over ancestral land. 

     I visited Reducción Contreras for the first time in June 2007, during a two-month 

period of fieldwork aimed at verifying the feasibility of my research proposal which 

was then more broadly focused on collective action in Mapuche sectors. During this 

period, I mainly resided in Temuco, a fast-growing city of almost 300,000 inhabitants 
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and the regional capital of the Ninth Region (Araucania). Temuco is the main 

commercial hub of the region and several NGOs and Mapuche organizations are located 

in this city. As for many other international observers, Temuco was the perfect place to 

start scratching the surface of the complex relation between the Mapuche population 

and the Chilean state.  

       At my arrival in Temuco, I began to visit the Instituto de Estudios Indigenas, a 

research institute with numerous links to indigenous organisations. A few days later I 

began to travel around Temuco to meet with Mapuche activists and members of NGOs. 

One morning I went to the office of Corporación Mapuche Lonko Kilapang, an 

organisation composed mainly of Mapuche members and focused on both development 

projects in rural areas and cultural activities. I was readily welcomed by its members, 

who were willing to discuss the major activities of their organisation. Among the 

various topics, we touched on the problems associated with land shortage and the 

demands over ancestral territories, or territorial restoration (recuperación territorial 

Sp.) as commonly described by Mapuche activists.  

    José Contreras, one of the members of this organisation, began to summarise the 

recent history of his community, Comunidad Manuel Contreras. This community of 

roughly 400 neighbours, whose assembly appointed José as its spokesperson or werken, 

was involved in complex negotiations with the Chilean State for the restitution of land 

expropriated in the last 150 years with the Chilean state. 4 A few days later, I visited the 

Corporación Lonko Kilapang one more time to converse with José Contreras and tell 

him about my interest in writing about the land claim of his community. José promptly 

replied that the community could benefit from the presence of an international observer 

who was genuinely interested in their history and could record it. At the end of our 

conversation, José invited me to join him for the next meeting of his community.  

      As agreed, I met José two days later, when he picked me up with his car from an 

intersection in the centre of Temuco. After a 45 minute drive through the countryside, 

we reached a flat field where several people were standing. After a long and lively 

discussion in which most attendees voiced their opinions on future actions of the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
4      The term werken has been contextualised in the last decades as the spokesperson of an 
Indigenous Community in interaction between Mapuche organisations and the State. The 
customary role of the werken was to act as messenger between different ritual congregations.    
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community, the werken explained the reason for my presence and invited me to 

introduce myself to the assembly. “Marimari pu peñi ka pu lamngen!” “Greetings 

brothers and sisters!” I greeted the assembly in Mapudungun and then quickly turned to 

Spanish to state my interest in writing about Comunidad Contreras and to offer my 

cooperation in the community activities. During my initial stay in Temuco, I became 

aware that in meetings and other events, it is customary to firstly address the attendees 

in Mapudungun and then continue the speech in Spanish, as many Mapuche today are 

more fluent in Spanish. At that time, my knowledge of Mapudungun was minimal, but 

as I would later find out Spanish was spoken as the first language in Reducción 

Contreras.5   

       At the end of my short speech, I asked the attendees to be received once again in a 

few months. In November 2008 I was back in Chile, this time for a longer period of 

fieldwork. In the weeks following my arrival in Temuco, I visited Reducción Contreras 

for the day on a few occasions. After one meeting I was invited by Liscan Contreras, 

José’s uncle, to have lunch in his house where I met his sons Francisca and Miguel. I 

was immediately impressed by the hospitality of Liscan and his family, who invited me 

to stay with them whenever I wanted and, later that week, I was back at their house to 

stay for a short period. Throughout my stay in Chile I occasionally spent a few days in 

Temuco, but it was Reducción Contreras that turned into both a fieldsite and home away 

from home.6  

           I was often asked by friends in the nearby town of Traiguen and in Temuco what 

I was actually doing most of the days in the countryside. Similarly, I was often told that 

there was no need for me to live in the countryside and that I could conduct interviews 

and questionnaires by commuting from Temuco, a city more suited to the needs of a 

relatively young foreigner. In fact, this is what many Chilean experts in Mapuche 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
5            Fieldwork for this thesis was conducted primarily in Spanish. Mapudungun terms are 
commonly used in conversations in Spanish. Speeches and incantations in Mapudungun have 
been translated to me by my informants. Accordingly, the abbreviations Sp. and Map. are paired 
with non-English words mentioned in this work.  

6            My use of the terms Reducción Contreras and Comunidad Contreras during this thesis 
might look confusing at first. I will be mainly follow the local use of these two denominators, the 
first one being employed by local residents to indicate their geographical location and the 
second referring to the political unit that represents this group of Mapuche residents.   
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history and society do. I usually replied to these questions by stating that I strongly 

wanted to share the experiences of my hosts. I have always thought of my research not 

as a large folder of information, but rather as a process of learning and an ongoing 

dialogue with my hosts. My note-taking reflected my general attitudes towards research. 

I felt uneasy constantly going around the countryside with a notebook and I only took 

copious notes during meetings and informal interviews on certain Mapuche concepts 

and traditions, for which I wanted to record Mapudungun expressions. It became a 

comforting habit to write conversations and events of the day before going to sleep or 

during the quieter winter days. My notes thus became both memoranda, things to be 

remembered, and memorata, things remembered (Fabian 2007: 134). Similarly, I 

became increasingly attracted to photography that functioned as a way to record events 

for both myself and my various hosts, to whom I gave copies of the photographs during 

my visits.  

         During fieldwork agriculture gradually became one of my major interests, as I 

spent numerous hours working on the fields with my hosts. By the time I left Reducción 

Contreras, I turned from an absolute novice to a decent apprentice, although there had 

been plenty of episodes in which I showed my inexperience. Liscan, who was in his 

early 80s during fieldwork, and his son Miguel have been working jointly on their own 

properties for several decades. Unlike other residents of the community, they have been 

able to diversify their agricultural production, for instance by selling hay to neighbours 

and Chileans from nearby rural areas. What's more, they have been focusing exclusively 

on their farming activities and have never been wage labourers in nearby estates. This 

meant that I had the chance to spend much time with them during their daily activities. 

Most of the ethnographic material presented in this thesis is derived from community 

meetings and conversations with residents from Reducción Contreras and nearby 

Mapuche communities. While the discussion of farming presented in this thesis also 

originates in my visits in numerous households, my apprenticeship with Liscan and 

Miguel has been an invaluable source of knowledge on this topic. 

           Visits to neighbours were also very common throughout my stay. While most 

older neighbours agree on the recent decline in the intensity of visits, hospitality is still 

a distinctive feature of Mapuche communities and is a great source of pride among local 

residents. Guests are generally unexpected and yet readily welcomed under any 

circumstance. I had the chance to repeatedly visit several homesteads in Reducción 
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Contreras. During these visits conversations on the differences between the present and 

the past of the community was a recurrent topic. These conversations constitute a rich 

ethnographic material and oral histories are included in this thesis not because of their 

mere historiographic interest but rather due to their intimate connection with current 

ideas of identity (Tonkin 1992). While my presence as an anthropologist might well 

have invited many residents to recount the more traditional ways of life of previous 

generations, tradition emerges as a crucial topic for the people in Reducción Contreras 

when talking about the idea of awinkamiento and the organisation of rituals such as the 

ngillatun, which encompass complex practices known primarily by older residents. 

       The choice of focusing my observations in a Mapuche community seems to respond 

to the canon of sited anthropology, according to which residence in a defined locale is 

regarded as a necessary condition for holistic explanations. The critique of single sited 

anthropology (Marcus 1995) is well met, as it has illustrated how the ethnographic 

locale is at odds with the complexity of networks bringing together different places. 

However this critique seems to gloss over the fact that place, as a resilient and 

geographically situated category, is more than locale (Rodman 1992). Since in this 

thesis much attention is dedicated to the significance of place in Mapuche land 

demands, ethnographic material focuses on the concrete and everyday interaction 

between the neighbours of Reducción Contreras and their place of origins or tuwün.   

     Having said this, fieldwork conducted for this thesis was characterised by a certain 

degree of mobility for two reasons. Firstly, I was interested in knowing more about 

other Mapuche communities in the area in order to contextualise the history of 

Reducción Contreras within a broader local area. Friends from Reducción Contreras 

who personally knew relatives and friends in other communities often accompanied me 

in my visits to neighbouring Mapuche areas.�  Secondly, Reducción Contreras has been 

entangled since 2005 in a complex networks with indigenous organisations, NGOs and 

politicians known to be attentive to the Mapuche demands that act as intermediaries in 

the negotiation with the Chilean State. For this reason, ethnographic material is also 

drawn from meetings and mobilisation events in the city of Temuco.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
7         During my stay in Traiguen, state officials and local politicians offered me to accompany 
them to Mapuche communities during their electoral campaigns. I was grateful for their 
invitation, but I preferred not to be associated with the agenda of local politicians. �
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      A last consideration on fieldwork regards the numerous ethical concerns that have 

emerged during my stay in rural Southern Chile. Land restoration is an extremely 

contentious topic because it implies allegations of land expropriation against the 

predecessors of current estate owners. Further, the land restitution programme is 

characterised by an intricate bureaucracy and is vulnerable to personal favouritisms and 

abuse of public funds by state officials, as has been often documented in the Chilean 

media. During my stay in Reducción Contreras, I heard serious allegations against both 

nearby landowners and state officials on numerous occasions and, on a few cases, abuse 

of public funding by functionaries involved in the allotment of land subsidies had been 

subject to juridical investigation.�  Accordingly, an extremely careful treatment of 

information concerning events that are potentially defamatory was a major concern 

during fieldwork. I had the chance to converse about this thorny issue with the residents 

of Reducción Contreras. I was often invited to include all details about people and 

events related to their land claims, as the residents of  Reducción Contreras regard this 

thesis as a valuable testimony of their recent history. During the writing of this doctoral 

thesis, I came to a midway solution. While individuals outside Reducción Contreras are 

anonymised and the accounts of serious allegations lack details and personal references, 

the names of the neighbours in Reducción Contreras are never fictionalised.  

 

 

Limitations of this study  

 

      This work is vulnerable to two possible criticisms that are worth addressing. The 

first criticism relates to limitations in the analysis of the Chilean public policies and, 

more generally, State power. The second criticism regards my specific characterisation 

of Mapuche self-determination. In particular, my focus on rootedness and ancestral land 

as determinant factors in Mapuche articulations of alterity might arguably originate in 

the contingencies of my fieldsite, which is characterised by the decline of many 

practices and customs that Mapuche people generally employ to define Mapuche 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
8        The most serious allegation against a nearby estate owners regarded his active 
collaboration with the military troops during Pinochet’s military regime in the repression against 
some residents of the community who participated in land takes in 1973.�
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identity. In the following paragraphs I will elucidate the reason for these two 

limitations, while defending my authorial strategies of focusing on specific aspects of 

land restitution and Mapuche self-determination.  

     The first criticism relates to the limited space devoted to the analysis of State power. 

This strategy is largely dependent on the scope of this thesis, inasmuch as a thorough 

discussion on state policies affecting Mapuche population would require a more 

appropriate space of analysis, which the physical restriction of a doctoral thesis does not 

allow. My analysis of land claims and negotiations focuses on Mapuche engagement 

with the translation of meanings associated with ancestral land and tuwün into the jural 

language of property. This issue is central to all land restitution programmes, but State 

power has generally emerged as the most widely discussed category in the analysis of 

this specific public policy (see James 2007, Fay and James 2009 and Nujten and 

Lorenzo 2009). As discussed earlier, land restitution programmes are often designed to 

map national territories, facilitate control over rural populations, create consent and 

prevent future upheavals. Accordingly, the analysis of land restitution programme offers 

invaluable insight on topics such as governamentality and citizenship.  

     In this thesis, I have rather focused on land claims and negotiations by looking at 

both Mapuche motivations behind demands of ancestral land and the implications of 

local notions of place and property in the process of land restoration. Ultimately, my 

analysis of land claims as complex phenomena of cultural translation can be regarded as 

complementary to a focus on land restitution programmes as instances of State power. 

Clearly a more decisive focus on the role of the State, implying a discussion on notions 

such as nation-building and governmentality, would offer an enriching insight into the 

ways in which land restitution is shaped by statist power and economic interests. 

However, there is only so much a doctoral thesis can say. 

        The second criticism relates to my take on Mapuche self-determination, which is 

centred on the notion of tuwün. It is my conviction that the potential of autochthony to 

define Mapuche individuals - in other words, a specific form of self-determination - 

emerges strongly in the context of land negotiations in which notions of place and land 

highlight differences between winkas and Mapuche involved in disputes over the 

restitution of ancestral land. One of the reasons I preferred a definition of Mapuche self-

determination centred on autochthony and rootedness over other possible connotations, 

such as those founded on the intrinsic nature of Mapuche sociality, may lie in the 
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contingencies of my fieldsite. This thesis was in fact conducted in a rural area where 

differences between winkas and Mapuche farmers are not always apparent. The majority 

of Mapuche communities around Reducción Contreras are regarded as awinkadas by 

their residents, Mapuche people from other areas and Chileans living in their 

proximities. Numerous residents lack those intrinsic features, such as participation in 

rituals and fluency in Mapudungun, that are employed to define Mapucheness. 

       As Chapter One will illustrate, the history of the central Valley of Southern Chile, 

where Reducción Contreras is located, is characterised by the foundation of large 

agricultural estates by European settlers, a great amount of land loss suffered by 

Mapuche residential groups, the engulfment of Mapuche community by non-indigenous 

properties and the conversion of most Mapuche residents from independent farmers into 

wage labourers working side by side with winkas. As a result of the local history, in the 

area around Reducción Contreras standards of alterity such as language and forms of 

sociality, are not clearly visible and the notion of tuwün is often used discursively to 

define the Other-winkas according to their condition of uprootedness. Accordingly, the 

decline of some elements employed for self-determination might have resulted in the 

centrality of tuwün in the articulation of Mapuche identity. In fact, during fieldwork I 

was often guided by my informants to reflect on the significance of their rootedness to 

ancestral land in defining themselves as Mapuche and in creating differences with the 

uprooted winkas.  

      During my stay in Chile, I had the chance to discuss my research with experts in 

Mapuche history and society. According to some of them, my area of study was not 

“Mapuche enough”. My general response to the suggestion that research on Mapuche 

society should be conducted where customs are preserved is that, firstly, numerous 

Indigenous Communities in Chile are awinkadas and they are not properly represented 

in the anthropological literature; and secondly, that my research interest is on land 

claims rather than rituals and language and the historical process of land expropriation 

has been more intense in fertile areas, such as the Central valley of Southern Chile, 

where many European settlers in the 19th and 20th century flocked. I believe that 

investigation in areas that are considered awinkadas can lead to new developments 

within Mapuche ethnography. Since the idiom of awinkamiento is highly heterogeneous 

across Southern Chile, however, it is necessary to bear in mind that my take on land 

claims might find more correspondence in areas characterised by extensive contact with 
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the winkas, the presence of large agricultural estates and extensive indigenous land loss. 

The clarification of the historical and local contingencies associated with these three 

phenomena will be the aim of Chapter One.  
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Part I of this thesis aims to illustrate the major motivations behind claims of ancestral 

land restitution by Mapuche communities. More specifically, it will suggest that 

demands over ancestral land are informed by both a sense of entitlement towards land 

occupied by the ancestors and lost to the Chilean State and European settlers in the last 

150 years, and the aspiration to remain in the tuwün, a Mapuche term that refers to the 

place of origins of each individual. The analysis of the major implications of tuwün will 

be the main concern of Part I. In particular, the main point raised by the following 

chapters is that the significance of the place of origins, which is centred on a context of 

continuity and relatedness with the ancestry, coexists with perceptions of both desired 

and lamented distance with the ´ancient ones`. This apparent ambivalence, which 

emerges as a real problem in land negotiations with the Chilean state, will be elucidated 

by looking at articulations of tuwün, as a given component of the individual and a 

condition upon which Mapuche identity is predicated. In particular, the significance of 

the place of origins will be framed in the potentiality of this geographical place to 

determine Self and Otherness.  

     Much attention in Part I of this thesis will be paid to the compelling implications of 

tuwün. In particular, an ineluctable quandary derives from the concern over the place of 

origins and the historical trajectory of land dispossession. In order to endure as 

Mapuche, whose condition is defined by rootedness to a specific geographical location 

in opposition, practices adopted from the winka that stand out against the values 

associated with the ancestors or the ´ancient ones`  need to be adopted. A further 

reflection of this quandary is the coexistence of the desire to protect the tuwün and the 

necessity to exploit it in order to avoid migration to urban centres. The adoption of 

winka practices is not as an unproblematic domestication of difference, but rather a 

potentially dangerous loss of customary forms of sociality and engagement with the 

physical surroundings centred on reciprocity and respect (respeto Sp. or yawen Map.). 
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The analysis of this process will be thus contextualised within the local idiom of 

awinkamiento, the process of becoming winka-like.  

      The model of identity predicated upon relation with the place of origins, which I 

will develop in Part I of this thesis, is not intended to deny the possibility for ethnic 

belonging away from the place of origins. Such a claim would be at odds with the social 

reality of large sectors of Mapuche population living in cities. What is more, in the last 

two decades a cultural revitalisation movement has emerged primarily in urban areas. 

Nonetheless, loss and separation from the tuwün remains a cosmological concern. This 

thesis ultimately aims ethnographically to explore claims of self-determination in order 

to highlight the implications of the salient link between Mapuche people and their land. 

In particular, the relation linking descendants, ancestry and land will be contextualised 

within the significance of tuwün, as the site of belonging for the Mapuche.  The four 

chapters of Part I will contribute to the analysis of the notion of tuwün by focusing on 

heterogeneous categories, such as place, environment, landscape and property.  
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   The town of Traiguen, a toponym deriving from the Mapudungun term trayenko or 

waterfall, shares its Mapuche etymology with numerous other locations in the region. A 

stroll around the centre, however, immediately suggests to the visitor that there is little 

room for Mapuche culture in the heritage of this town. Wide cobblestone avenidas and 

large wooden houses with high ceilings, roofs made out of adobe bricks and austere 

façades with pastel colours, stand as reminders of the golden age of this town. “The 

granary of Chile”, the most common epithet for Traiguen, was once the wealthiest 

agricultural centre in the region, and thousands of European settlers flocked there at the 

beginning of the 20th century. Statues, street names and public building commemorate 

the gestures of the most powerful settlers, while the Mapuche version of the narrative of 

colonisation, one centred on land dispossession and poverty, finds little voice. In the 

countryside, no plaques celebrate the military skills of Quilapan, the leader of Mapuche 

resistance during the war with the Chilean army. Rather it is the landscape around the 

numerous indigenous communities outside town that remind the visitor of the darker 

side of colonisation.  

     Reducción Contreras is located 18 kilometres from the centre of Traiguen. 

Connection with town is possible through a wide dirt road that passes through vast 

fields, with so few natural obstacles to the vista that the imposing shape of the snow-

capped volcano Llaima accompanies the visitor along the entire journey. Once arrived 

at Reducción Contreras, the vast and grassy fields can still be seen from close distance. 

On the other side, small patches of land enclosed by barbed wires, one-story wooden 

houses with metal roofs and oxcarts steered by men along the main path, punctuate the 

landscape of this rural community. Even to an inexperienced traveller in Southern 

Chile, it soon becomes evident that the setting reflects a profound division. Beyond the 

small lots within Reducción Contreras, the wealthy fundos remind that colonisation was 
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not only the success story of the European settlers, but also the cause of poverty and 

forced migration for Mapuche people. 

     This chapter will introduce the reader to the major historical trajectories that led to 

the unprecedented implementation of a land restitution programme in 1993 and the local 

context of research. This chapter is not meant to provide a general historical 

background, as such a project has already been extensively carried out in Chilean 

historiography. It rather aims at diachronically situating the processes associated with 

winka-Mapuche relations that are ethnographically explored in the rest of this thesis. In 

particular, three issues will be discussed in Section One through the overview of 

regional and local history: sedentary occupation of land in the past; the characterisation 

of winkas-Other as mischievous and dangerous according to experiences of land 

dispossession; and the consequent transformation of Mapuche farmers into wage 

workers in nearby estates (fundos Sp.) and more distant urban centres. These three 

issues are strictly related to the process of land restoration. In the second section of this 

chapter, these historical processes will be contextualised within the major economic and 

social features of Reducción Contreras, where research for this thesis was carried out.  

 

 

1.1 Historical background 

 

1.1.1 Independence from colonial rule  

 

   In this section, I will introduce the major trajectories that have shaped Mapuche 

society from its origins to the prolonged war against the Spanish army. The following 

discussion will historically situate the sense of historical rootedness within the Mapuche 

population and the memory of a golden age before land dispossession. As the next 

chapter will illustrate, these are compelling motivations in the articulation of entitlement 

to ancestral territories and the characterisation of tuwün, a term roughly translatable as 

place of origins, as the localised site of belonging. Let us now turn to the origins of 

Mapuche society. 
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    In early attempts to formulate a systematic historiography of Mapuche society, the 

origin of the Mapuche people was matter of speculation. For the historian Ricardo 

Latchman, the Mapuche were nomadic people who initially migrated from the 

Amazonia, then crossed the dry regions of central Argentina and eventually replaced the 

picunche, the native people living on the Eastern side of the Andean range (1924). A 

migratory thesis has also been provided by Tomas Guevara (1925), for whom Mapuche 

population in Argentina and Chile were descendants of migrants from Peru and Bolivia, 

while Jorge Downling traced the origins of the Mapuche people to Central Asia based 

on similarities in shamanic practices (1971). Throughout the first decades of the 20th 

century, historical works drew on comparisons of etymologies and ritual practices to 

suggest that the Mapuche population were originally from elsewhere, a thesis that 

contrasts with indigenous perceptions of timeless autochthony.  

     More recently, archaeological evidence has been instrumental in the development of 

hypotheses suggesting the autochthonous origin of Mapuche people. Before the arrival 

of the Spanish army in the 16th century, hunter-gatherer groups occupied Southern Chile 

for centuries (Bengoa 2003:31). From 600 B.C., extensive similarities in pottery, stone 

technology and mortuary practices across Southern Chile emerged, thus suggesting the 

formation of a relatively homogenous culture in the region (Bengoa 2000:20 and 

Dillehay 1990)9. From this period, it seems plausible that Mapuche occupation of their 

territory was semi-sedentary. Residential communities, ranging from 500 to 8000 

members, were scattered, loosely organised and operating on a chiefdom level (Dillehay 

1990b:225). While hunting and gathering camps were set out, each community 

exercised control over a large area and residence was primarily sedentary. The 

ecological area occupied by the Mapuche was extremely fertile and subsistence 

encompassed horticulture, hunting, gathering of fruits and, in the coastal areas, of 

seafood (Bengoa 2003:174). 

     Early Mapuche society was characterised by an intricate network of alliances, which 

proved instrumental in their resistance against invaders. The presence of Incan military 

forts dating back to the 15th century indicates that a border with the sovereign Mapuche 

territory was instituted after the failed invasion by the Incan empire (Aldunate 1992 and 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
9  Pitren material culture, which was named after a burial ground located in the proximity 

of the Calafquén lake, emerged around the 7th century A.D. and extended homogeneously 

throughout Southern Chile (Aldunate 2000).     �
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Silva 1983). The origin of the term winka, a term still employed to describe non-

Mapuche with a negative nuance, arguably dates back to the war with the Incan empire 

and was later extended to the Spanish troops and the Chilean army.10  

      The early incursion of the Spanish army into Mapuche territory dates back to 1540, 

when Pedro de Valdivia obtained the permission of the Governor of Peru, Francisco 

Pizarro, to occupy the territory south of Peru - known at the time as Nueva Toledo. 

After the military defeat of the Picunche people (i.e. Mapuche populations living in the 

northern section of their territory( Spanish troops faced the fierce resistance of the 

Araucanians, as they used to call Mapuche people. In 1553, a coalition led by the toquis 

Caupolican and Lautaro, a former captive of the Spanish troops, destroyed the recently 

erected Tucapel fort. In this battle, Valdivia, the leader of the Spanish campaign, was 

captured and later killed (Villalobos et al. 1974). The early events of the war between 

the Spanish troops and the Mapuche, later known as the Arauco war, were immortalized 

by Ercilla y Zuniga, a young soldier under the guidance of Valdivia’s successor, Garcia 

de Mendoza. In his epic poem titled La Araucana (1981 [1569]), the Araucanians were 

portrayed as honourable fighters, an image that was later used in the first years of 

Chilean independence to describe Mapuche resistance in terms of patriotism.   

      Guerilla warfare continued after the death of Valdivia. Both the Mapuche 

expeditions that set out to destroy Spanish settlements in Central Chile and the 

campaigns of Valdivia’s successors in the South failed. The success of Araucanian 

resistance can be traced to the scattered territorial distribution of this population and the 

elevation of warfare abilities to moral values (Foerster 1991). Another commonly 

accepted explanation is that the decentralised structure of Mapuche society that allowed 

the dynamic formation of regional alliances. The Araucanians were organised along 

different levels of regional integration that were implemented according to the 

contingencies of war. According to Boccara (1999:428-429), the basic unit was the ruca 

(house), in which a family resided according to principle of virilocality. Four to nine 

rucas clustered together formed a caserio, whose male members generally belonged to 

the same patrilineage.11 Various caserios formed a quiñelob, a temporary aggregation 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
10  For Bengoa, the verb winkan is also used as synonym for invading and stealing 
(2000:35).  
�
11  Millalén (2006:38) defines the rukañma as an extended household where nuclear 
families (fütren Map.) lived together.�



���
�

whose members came together in the form of work parties, or when attacked by Spanish 

armies and other groups in the area. The lebo, which grouped different patrilineages, 

was the crucial socio-political unit in reche society and framed belonging for each 

individual. In the assemblies of the lebo disputes between neighbours and war strategies 

were discussed. Lebos from different areas could aggregate in regional alliances to form 

an ayllarehue for military purposes. 

 

     As violence continued implacably for decades, the prospect of an agreement with 

Mapuche was coalitions emerged as the only possible exit strategy for the Spanish 

army. The proposal of a border between the two territories first came from Padre Luis 

de Valdivia, the author of several works on Mapuche language, who believed in the 

necessity of peaceful relations to effectively convert the Indians to Catholicism 

(Foerster 1996). Finally, in January 1641, under the mediation of Jesuit missionaries 

and the presence of a large number of soldiers, the governor of Chile Francisco López 

de Zúñiga and a coalition of Mapuche toquis led by Leintur met in the valley of Quilin. 

In this meeting, also known with the Mapudungun term trawün, the Mapuche were 

granted sovereignty over the territory south of the river Bio-Bio, which could be freely 

crossed by missionaries. In exchange all Spanish captives were freed (Bengoa 2000:37-

38).12 

     The period following the Quilin treaty is characterised by the diffusion of the 

Catholic Church into the Mapuche territory. Jesuit missions were established on 

Mapuche territory and relations with local Mapuche groups ranged from cooperation to 

high suspicion (Foerster 1996 and Salinas 1991). Historical evidence seems to point to 

the occasional eruption of violence between the Mapuche and the criollos who 

penetrated the South as traders and residents in the missions (Bengoa 2000 and 

Villalobos 1982). While it is fairly conjectural to assess the impact of evangelisation 

among the Mapuche in the 17th and 18th century, it is undeniable that elements of 

Mapuche religion have persisted along with the adoption of Christian beliefs. 

Significantly, evangelisation also promoted the intensification of exchange of goods 

among criollos from the kingdom of Chile and Mapuche.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
12  Mapuche activists today regard the Quilin parliament as the most unequivocal evidence 
for the illegality of the Chilean military invasion in the 19th century (Foerster 2001:2).��
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     The adoption of Spanish goods, agricultural techniques and crops occurred soon after 

the first periods of contact. Horses were domesticated by Mapuche people with evident 

benefits to existing military strategies (Gregson 1969), while husbandry, which had 

gradually replaced hunting as the primary mode of subsistence, allowed Mapuche 

people to accumulate vast quantity of sheep and cows to be employed in exchange 

networks with Spanish traders (Bengoa 2000:48). Along with economic reliance on 

husbandry, new agricultural techniques also contributed to the further sedentarisation of 

Mapuche settlements. Archaeological evidence indicates a gradual shift from desultory 

horticulture to field farming (Faron 1961:12) and the subsequent increase in population 

(Melville 1976:38).  

     Increase of sedentism, the adoption of non-native goods and the emergence of 

syncretised forms of religiosity were not the only consequences of the Arauco war. In 

particular, the consolidation of regional alliances and the strengthening of a unitary 

identity in the Mapuche territory emerged along with the institution of the Bio-bio 

frontier. During the war Mapuche groups were forced to gather in larger residential 

centres and, in some cases, in outposts around the cordillera (Bengoa 2000:116). While 

generally communities remained sedentary, the Araucanisation of the Pampa involved 

the foundation of new settlements on the Eastern side of the Andes, which had 

previously been populated by scattered nomadic groups (Hernandez 2003:85). Along 

with the geographical redistribution of Mapuche population, the Arauco war also caused 

a process of political fusion of different local groups that formed large territorial 

alliances known as butanmapos (Padden 1957). They appeared for the first time in the 

17thcentury and consolidated in the 18th and 19th century, when the Mapuche territory 

named Wallmapu was divided among regional groups. These groups were known as the 

Lafkenche on the coast, the Pewenche on the Andean range, the Wetenche (known as 

arribanos in the central valley and the piedmont region), and the Nangche occupying 

the area between the Nahuelbuta coastal range and the central valley (Millalén 

2006:64).  

       With the consolidation of the border located along the Bio-bio river, an intense 

network of economic relationships developed between Mapuche people, Spanish traders 

and other indigenous minorities located at the periphery of Wallmapu. These relations 

were not always peaceful, as raids known as malones were carried out on both side of 

the Andes, allowing local Mapuche chiefs to accumulate large quantities of husbandry 
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to be deployed in exchange networks (Pinto 1996). For Boccara, the development of 

intricate commercial networks independent from Spanish control implied the emergence 

of a unitary identity in the 18th century, when the ethnonym reche, literally the real 

people, was replaced by Mapuche (1999). Mapudungun became the lingua franca of the 

entire territory and dialects eventually disappeared. Still today, few linguistic variations 

can be observed between Mapuche from distant areas.  

     As seen so far, a variety of historical works seem to concur with the ancient 

occupation of Mapuche territories. The long-standing defence of land from outsiders has 

been conducted through strategic alliances that brought together autonomous groups 

according to historical contingencies. The present articulation of winkas as outsiders 

and thieves of land is consistent with their arrival in Wallmapu as invaders. 

Archaeological data and historical sources corroborate the opinion held by many 

Mapuche people today that their ancestors were living in a territory abundant in 

resources, were organised in semi-sedentarised communities and were autochthonous 

rather than migrants from other regions. Relations with the Spanish and mestizo 

population was not only characterised by violence, but exchange networks favoured the 

inclusion of Spanish technologies, goods and religious beliefs after the foundation of 

missions in the Mapuche territory in the 17th century. The same cannot be said about the 

following era, characterised by conflictive relations with the winkas and finally, land 

dispossession.�

 

1.1.2 The Pacification of Araucania and the end of Mapuche independence  

�

      The zenith of Mapuche past is undoubtedly the war with the Chilean and 

Argentinean army in the second half of the 19th century.  Before exploring the 

consequences of this war in the area around Reducción Contreras task, let us briefly turn 

our attention to the origins of the military invasion of Mapuche territory. The 

independence of Chile, which began on September the 18th of 1810 with the institution 

of a national junta and ended with the defeat of the last Spanish troops 1826, only 

marginally involved the Mapuche population. When the fights between royalists and 

independentists extended to certain areas in the South, Mapuche territorial alliances 

supported either sides depending on existing internal fractions and pragmatic choices 
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(Bengoa 2000). The independence of Chile became a significant event for the Mapuche 

only when the new government decided to overturn the Quilin treaty through a 1866 

law (Ley del 4 Diciembre 1866) that converted the entire territory South of the Bio-Bio 

river into state owned land.  

     The military invasion of the Mapuche territory was justified on two grounds. Most 

members of the Chilean elite agreed that the new nation should strive for economic 

independence and this objective could be achieved only through a systematic use of 

natural resources across the entire territory (Pinto 2003 and Bengoa 2000). In the public 

arena, military intervention in Mapuche territory was also justified as a necessary step to 

bring political stability to a territory that in the meantime had become populated with 

European immigrants and Chilean farmers (Berdichewsky 1977:17). In particular, 

tensions had arisen in areas, especially near the border, where speculators had bought 

land from the Mapuche at low prices and through unintelligible contracts. The presence 

of foreigners in the South, which came to be known as the border (la Frontera), was a 

concern for both the Chilean government who saw these immigrants as lawless and 

unpatriotic, and for the Mapuche, who feared for the loss of their land (Herrera and 

Parentini 2003:111).  

     The military occupation of the Mapuche territory became imminent in 1866, when 

General Cornelio Saavedra was assigned with the role of General Commander in the 

South after the approval of his plan of invasion by the Congress. Saavedra’s plan, that 

came to be known in the media as the Pacification of Araucania, was enthusiastically 

welcomed by most sectors of Chilean society with the exception of a few critical voices, 

particularly among members of the clergy (Bengoa 2000:161-181). A similar military 

plan, euphemistically named the Conquest of the Desert, was led by the Argentinian 

state on the eastern side of the Andes. Generally, the Mapuche population seemed aware 

of the prospect of war, as more and more Chileans were intruding into their territory. 

During this period regional alliances were forming, including a coalition of toqui war 

leaders led by the French lawyer and explorer Orélie-Antoine de Tounens, who assumed 

the title of King of Araucania and Patagonia in 1860 and was arrested and deported by 

the Chilean government two years later (Menendez 1967:11-33). As the Chilean troops 

were moving South, more and more Mapuche conglomerations were preparing for the 

war and most of them congregated in a large alliance led by lonko Quilapan. The only 
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exceptions were a few areas characterised by intense commercial networks with Chilean 

traders, where local leaders opted for neutrality (Bengoa 2000:198-193).  

    The Chilean military plan consisted in a gradual expansion towards the South through 

the construction of fortified borders. Mapuche resistance was initially successful in 

preventing the advancement of the Chilean fortified line and the earliest raids against 

the invaders’ forts were carried out in 1859. The Pacification of the Araucania soon 

turned into intense guerrilla warfare, consisting of retaliations and raids against Chilean 

forts and Mapuche settlements. The campaign of military occupation by the Chilean 

army came to an end in 1883, with the foundation of Villarica and the forced relocation 

of the last insurgent communities towards the cordillera (Hernandez 2003 and Bengoa 

2000).13  

    Although official historiography has long described the campaign of the Chilean army 

in terms of pacification, the consequences of the occupation on the Mapuche people are 

remarkably similar to other wars of extermination (Bengoa 2000:210). Raids by the 

Chilean army caused a remarkable loss of husbandry, famines afflicted the entire 

population and the plague (viruela Sp.) extended throughout Southern Chile. Beside the 

extremely high death toll during the war, the consequences of occupation became more 

tangible in the following decades, when the process of radicación, which consisted in 

the institution of reducciónes, collectively held property for Mapuche residential 

groups, resulted in severe land shortage, migration to urban centres and dependence on 

wage labour in the nearby large estates (fundos Sp.) under exploitative conditions. 

       In 1883 the commission named Comisión Repartidora de terrenos indígenas was 

instituted by the Chilean government with the objective of carrying out the process of 

resettlement (radicación Sp.) of Mapuche residential groups. Groups of residents that 

could claim the occupancy of an area for more than five years were assigned collective 

titles of property known as Titulo de Merced, literally ‘titles of mercy’. In thirty five 

years roughly 80,000 Mapuche were relocated in 3078 reservations that extended for 

approximately 475,000 hectares (Calbucura 1998). The extent of the ‘reduction’ of 

Mapuche land is remarkable when considering that their territory had reached 9,500,000 

hectares prior to the Chilean invasion (Marimán 2006:121). What is more, a 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
13  At the time of the Pacification of Araucania, the Mapuche independent territory was 
clustered between the Bio-Bio river and the province of Valdivia, where fortified towns on the 
coast have existed since colonial times. �
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considerable number of Mapuche - around 40,000 individuals - were left without titles 

and occupying state owned land that was later transferred to European settlers. 

   As seen so far, the war with the Chilean army stands as a compelling divide between 

the two different eras of Mapuche history. In all communities oral accounts provide an 

image of the past characterised by abundant resources, or “a golden age”, as suggested 

by anthropologist Louis Faron (1964:21). The prosperity of the pre-reservation era, 

which is also confirmed by travellers’ chronicles in the 19th century (Domeyko 1971 

[1845] and Smith 1971 [1855]), came to an abrupt end with the occupation of the 

Chilean army and the subsequent arrival of European settlers in the region. The 

profound changes to the Mapuche population, brought about by the process of 

reducción at the turn of the 19th century, will be explored in the next paragraphs by 

focusing on the local history of the municipality of Traiguen and Reducción Contreras, 

where research for this thesis was carried out. 

 

1.1.3 Life in the reducción 

 

     The post-reducción period has been at the centre of an intense debate in Chile. 

Extensive contact with the Chilean majority arguably led to the formation of a new 

social subject named fronterizo, literally of “the border”, which refers to a form of 

cultural assimilation of Mapuche people (Leon and Villalobos 2003). For historian 

Villalobos, the consequential adoption of Western beliefs and material culture led to the 

complete assimilation of Mapuche people into Chilean societies (2000). This thesis is 

fiercely rejected by Mapuche intellectuals and several historians, according to whom 

Mapuche people have actively preserved their intrinsic features (see Marimán 2000). 14 

The implications of this historical debate are far reaching, as land claims can be 

effectively delegitimized on the ground of cultural discontinuity between the pre-

reservation era and the present. The following paragraphs, which are focused on the 

local history of Reducción Contreras and the municipality of Traiguen will help clarify 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
14  It is likely that Chilean and European settlers entered Mapuche territory only in 
circumscribed areas. During fieldwork, most oral accounts denied the presence of winkas 
around Traiguen before the end of the war with the Chilean army.  
�
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the historical trajectories that contributed to land loss and the consequential 

transformation of Mapuche people from independent farmers to wage labourers. 

       The early history of Reducción Contreras is closely entangled with the major 

trajectories of the Pacification of Araucania and the following phase of radicación. As 

often proudly asserted by my host Miguel, while some communities did not oppose 

resistance to the invading army, his ancestors were actively involved in the war with the 

Chilean army. Oral accounts are consistent with several historical sources that report 

intense battles in the area surrounding the reducción. In particular, the Chilean army's 

need to annihilate local resistance led to the construction of the Quino fort at the 

beginning of 1880s. The eastern border of Reducción Contreras lies only 3 kilometres 

west of this village and in 1881 local newspaper reported the killing of 15 soldiers by 

Mapuche warriors in this area (Bengoa 2000:290). 

       The years of the war were characterised by a military strategy of rapid raids against 

the forts of Quino and Traiguen. Several places are evocative of those times. The river 

Tricauco, located in between Reducción Contreras and Traiguen, derives from the 

Mapudungun term chufkako, literally the water of chufka, a bird most likely 

corresponding to the nearly extinct Chilean parrot (Enicognathus ferrugineus). A local 

account tells of a chufka that used to linger around this river and, by moving his head, 

signal to the Mapuche warriors on their way to the fort of Traiguen that their trip was 

safe. Most oral accounts insist on the violence perpetuated by Chilean soldiers who 

would set the large long houses (ruca Map.) on fire in the attempt to displace Mapuche 

residents. The local population was forced to retreat to safe places, an occurrence 

described by the Spanish term “arinconarse”, literally to put oneself in a corner. Caves 

were the most common refuges and the steep banks of the Quino river, covered with 

thick forestation, represented the ideal place to hide from the Chilean troops. According 

to local accounts, entire Mapuche residential groups were wiped out by the plague. I 

was told that a woman who died several years ago was one of the few survivors from 

the nearby area of Liucura, and was adopted at a young age by a family in Reducción 

Contreras.  

   The end of the war coincided with the legal foundation of Reducción Contreras. On 

November the 24th 1884, a collective title (Titulo de Merced Sp.) registered as 18-B, 

was granted to the appointed cacique Manuel Contreras. As reported in this document, 

63 inhabitants lived in the reservation that extended for 770 hectares, corresponding to 
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an average of 12.22 hectares for individual. As in other reducciónes in Southern Chile, a 

Spanish surname was assigned to the headman of the local dominant lineage (lonko 

Map.) by the Commission of Indigenous Land Redistribution because his name was 

unintelligible to Chilean authorities.  

    According to the Title of Mercy twenty-five families were allowed to reside in the 

reservation. It is an extremely difficult task to identify the patrilineages present in 

Reducción Contreras at the time of radicación for two main reasons. Firstly, as in the 

rest of the region, displaced families were accepted in reservations as a form of social 

recruitment for local caciques. This is also the case in Reducción Contreras. Members 

of a patrilineage known as Achureo, who were originally from the distant area of Cierro 

Ñielol near Temuco, adopted the surname Contreras in order to avoid possible disputes 

over their usufructuary rights. Secondly, while residence is traditionally determined by 

the principle of virilocality, shortage of land aggravated by population growth resulted 

in the increase of uxorilocality. An increasing number of families had been established 

in the wife’s property, thus leading to the introduction of paternal surnames that were 

not recorded in the original title of Reducción Contreras. 

       As argued by historian Jorge Pinto (2003), the occupation of Araucania was aimed 

at the appropriation of resources in the South, rather than the inclusion of the Mapuche 

population in the nation-State, which was the justification of the nationalist discourses 

at the time. The process of radicación seems to confirm this point, as most land in 

Southern Chile was turned to European settlers. This was the case for the rural areas 

around Traiguen, which soon attracted the attention of investors and European settlers 

for the fertility of its soil. As prescribed by the 1866 law, private properties were 

introduced in the South through public auctions or concessions to companies 

(concesiones de colonizaccion Sp.) that would later distribute large territories among 

European settlers (Correa et al. 2005:26-42).  

    Traiguen, which was founded as a fort in 1883, soon emerged as one of the most 

active centre of European migration. The majority of settlers were from Switzerland and 

France. As in the rest of Southern Chile, they were benefited with land (forty hectares 

for the head of family and for each heir), tools, materials and oxen in accordance with 

the 1845 Law of Colonisation. The fertility of the countryside around the town of 

Traiguen, nicknamed the “granary of Chile”, allowed an exceptionally high production 

of cereals that reached the entire national market, especially after the construction of a 
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railway station in 1903. In the mean time, land became increasingly concentrated in the 

hands of a few European settlers, among whom José Bunster, who became one of the 

most powerful individuals in the country (Diaz 2001).  

      Given the productiveness of land around Traiguen, very few reducciónes were 

established in comparison with other municipalities in the region. Moreover, the 

presence of large estates led to the early onset of numerous land disputes with Mapuche 

communities and the increasing expropriation of large sections of reservation land. As it 

will be illustrated in Chapter 4, land within the reducción was often included in non-

indigenous properties through the illegal extension of fences formed by barbed wire or 

parasite plants, a strategy known as corrida de cerco; changes in the flow of 

watercourses through the construction of small dams; and the use of unintelligible 

contracts for rental and transaction of land and the sale of wine (pulku Map.). In the 

entire region open confrontations between settlers and Mapuche were not rare, and in 

some cases they continued until the 1930s (Bengoa 1999:172). One estimate indicates 

that at least a third of the reservation land had been expropriated by non-Mapuche 

landowners in the first fifty years of the 20th century (Bengoa 2000:369), though land 

loss continued in smaller scale throughout the century. 

   During the first decades of the reservation era interactions between state officials and 

Mapuche reservations were rare. Only in 1930, as a consequence of the increasing 

number of disputes between estate owners and caciques, was a special court named 

Juzgado de Indios instituted to provide legal assistance to Mapuche reservations - 

although in the vast majority of cases disputes were resolved in favour of powerful 

landowners (Correa et al. 2005). Only later in the century, as a consequence of 

migration towards urban centres, did Mapuche organisations emerge as the main 

interlocutors with the State. Their scope, however, was extremely diverse and often 

depended on strategic alliances with political parties. Sociedad Caupolican, founded in 

1910 in Temuco, was the first Mapuche organisation and aimed at fighting 

discrimination against Mapuche people and promoting educational programmes in rural 

areas. The later Corporación Araucana, founded in 1946, acted as an umbrella 

organization for Mapuche leaders and promoted legislative reforms aimed at the 

economic and legal protection of the reducción through instrumental alliances with the 

major political forces in the country (Foerster and Montecino 1988).   
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      In the 20th century, poverty soon emerged as the most pressing issue. The 

subsistence of Mapuche families could no longer be ensured exclusively by farming and 

husbandry and many young residents were forced to find employment in the nearby 

large land properties (fundo Sp.) or in the urban centres. Migration to the capital 

Santiago assumed proportions so considerable that the term diaspora is often employed 

in reference to this phenomenon. In the public arena the term microfundio, referring to 

small land ownership, came to signify the condition of the Mapuche population unable 

to live off their livestock and agricultural production (see Bengoa and Valenzuela 1984, 

Berdichewski 1977, Bengoa 1999b). For most Mapuche men, employment in the nearby 

estates (fundo Sp.) was the only viable option to avoid leaving their homes, even though 

the employment involved exploitative conditions.  

          Memories of work in the estates before the introduction of basic labour rights in 

the 1960s are still vivid among elder residents of Reducción Contreras. Extreme 

poverty, long hours of work and uncertainty about employment are images often 

juxtaposed to the improvements of living conditions in the last decades. The day of 

work started at sunrise and ended at sunset, an arrangement known as “from sun to sun” 

(de sol a sol Sp.) and many Mapuche men barely saw their families. Most elder 

residents recount how they grew up with barren feet (a patas peladas Sp.) or with 

sandals made out of broken rubber tyres. Salaries in the fundo were so low that no 

goods other than food could be purchased for months and most houses were built with 

straws (paja Sp.) and smoked ivy (voke Map.). 

     Before the labour reform introduced by  Eduardo Frei Montalva’s government 

(1964-1970), salaries were only paid three or fourth times at year - typically after the 

harvest, for the Independence Day celebrated on September the 18th (fiesta patria Sp.) 

and for Easter. During the rest of the year payments were made through the assignment 

of a bonus (ficha Sp.) that could be exchanged for food and a limited range of clothes. 

Statistical data in the 1960s also reflected high levels of poverty. According to the 1969 

Indigenous Census, Reducción Contreras was composed by 49 families who owned 133 

bovines, an average of 2.7 animals for each family. This low number eloquently 

contrasts with memories of the ancestors who owned large number of kullin, a 

Mapudungun term meaning both animal and money. 

      As a consequence of extensive contacts with winka workers with whom friendships 

were not rare, and discrimination against Mapuche people, the adoption of Chilean 
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ways of life was increasingly pervasive. While many residents were keen on preserving 

customs, others were willing to be educated as Chileans to avoid discrimination and 

increase their chances of employment. For younger generations Spanish was turning 

into their first language. The foundation of a school in the centre of Reducción 

Contreras in 1963, financed by the Rockefeller foundation in Chile, was welcome by all 

residents as the opportunity to achieve better standards of living. This point will be 

discussed more at length in Chapter 4. 

 

     To sum up, poverty, extensive migration towards urban centres and the 

transformation from independent farmers to exploited labourers were the most tangible 

effects of the institution of the reducción system in Southern Chile. In the first part of 

the 20th century the consequences of land loss were of little interest for the Chilean 

State. Only with the introduction of large social reforms in the 1960s and 1970s, and 

more recently with the emergence of an extensive Mapuche social movement, did these 

topics enter the Chilean public arena. The relation between Mapuche and the Chilean 

state since the 1960s will be the focus of the following paragraphs.  

 

1.1.4 The military dictatorship and return to democracy in 1990 

�������

    The 1960s and 1970s were decades of intense social reforms in the entire country, as 

new labour legislations and welfare programmes were introduced during the presidency 

of the Christian Democrat Eduardo Frei Montalva (1964-1970) and, more decisively, in 

the short lived government of the socialist coalition of Popular Unity led by Salvador 

Allende (1970-1973). During the 1960s, payments by bonus were abolished in the 

agricultural estates and the working day was reduced to eight hours. The introduction of 

labour rights allowed the improvement of living standards in those Mapuche areas 

where employment in nearby estates was a common feature of the domestic economy. 

In 1970, the socialist government of Popular Unity initiated a more radical programme 

against poverty and economic unequally in rural areas. For instance, governmental 

agencies along with grassroots organizations offered technical and financial support to 
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small holders, including the  subsidisation of fertilizers and the organisation of 

cooperatives (Mallon 2005:117).15  

     The extent of the Agrarian Reform that began with Frei’s government intensified and 

more and more agricultural estates were redistributed among rural workers. Political 

organizations such as the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionario (Movement of 

Revolutionary Left) were actively organising land takeovers (Berglund 1971:186). At 

the same time estate owners protected their property with the support of paramilitary 

groups, in particular the Fatherland and Liberty Nationalist Front (Frente Nacionalista 

Patria y Libertad), which organised violent repressions against farmers and in some 

cases Mapuche residents.  

     The residents of Reducción Contreras were divided between supporters of the 

Popular Unity government in favour of land takeovers, and those who sided with the 

estate owners who in most cases were also their employers. The countryside around 

Traiguen was home to some of the largest agricultural estates in the country and several 

asentamientos, tracts of expropriated land that were redistributed among workers and 

managed as cooperatives, were instituted since 196416. The residents of Reducción 

Contreras hoped that they would benefit from land redistribution. Delay in the review of 

their case, however, convinced many residents that a takeover would eventually 

accelerate the process. In April 1973 a large group of residents with the support of leftist 

activists occupied the nearby Tricauco estate, which was not exploited at the time and 

occasionally rented by its owners. The take (toma Sp.) lasted a few weeks and ended 

with the violent intervention of the paramilitary group Fatherland and Liberty 

Nationalist Front, which evicted the residents from the property. 17  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
15  In Reducción Contreras, a group of residents created a cooperative for the acquisition 
of a large quantity of primary goods, such as salt and sugar, to be redistributed among its 
members at advantageous rates. 
�
16  An asentamiento was instituted in the nearby property of La Colmena. A few residents 
of Reducción Contreras, who were also employed in the former estates were among the 
beneficiaries. Soon after the beginning of Pinochet’s military regime in 1973, the asentamiento 
was dismantled and its property returned to the previous land owner.  
�
17  My informants described to me the day of the counter-take (re-toma Sp.). The 
paramilitaries used shotguns to intimidate the takers, who had to hide behind buildings and 
other barriers. Later I found out that the event was also recorded by the conservative regional 
newspaper El Diario Austral. In this version the takers ran away from the members of the 
movement Patria y Libertad, who only carried wooden clubs (Correa et al. 2005:203).  
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    At the end of 1973, violence by paramilitary groups increased and many in 

Reducción Contreras feared further retaliation for their support of the socialist 

government and participation in land takeover. Their worries became real a few weeks 

after the installation of the military regime led by General Pinochet in September 1973. 

A large military contingent arrived in Reducción Contreras and systematically 

surrounded a few houses and conducted thorough searches. The identity of the 

participants of the occupation of Tricauco estate was disclosed to the military command 

by a nearby estate owner and a member of Fatherland and Liberty paramilitary 

movement, as he told his workers in the next weeks in an attempt to intimidate them. 

Roughly 15 residents were taken to the barracks in Traiguen where they were tortured 

and accused of hiding weapons. A few days later they returned to their houses, although 

searches and abductions continued in the next months. During one of these actions a 

young resident was repeatedly hit by a soldier for not being able to reveal the 

whereabouts of his family members and a few weeks later, he died for respiratory 

complications. 18 The aftermath of military repression was characterised by constant 

fear among those families involved in the land takes and the exacerbation of political 

fractions among residents.  

      During the military regime, Mapuche organisations were not autonomous. The 

presidents of neighbours’ councils (junta de vecinos Sp.), the representative unit of each 

reducción, were appointed by the local municipality. In the case of Reducción Contreras 

the representative was an administrator of a nearby estate who barely visited the 

community. In the late 70s the restrictions of the military regime began to be less 

constrained and several Mapuche organizations that were not openly affiliated with 

leftist orientations emerged and began to form a vast network of cooperation in some 

areas of the South (Mallon 2005:177). The possibility for the consolidation of the 

network linking most Mapuche organizations came with the articulation of the Law 

Decree 2.568 of 1979, whose first draft imposed the dissolution of Mapuche 

reservations and their transformation into privately owned land open to the market. Law 

Decree 2.568 was eventually modified through negotiations involving the Catholic 

Church and various organisations known as Cultural Centres of Chilean Mapuche. This 
���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ����������
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18  The cases of torture suffered by a few residents are recorded in a governmental report 
named Informe de la comisión nacional sobre prisión política y tortura compiled in 2005 (see 
Comisión nacional sobre prisión política y tortura 2005). I was shown a copy of this report by my 
host Liscan Contreras, who was one of the recorded victims of torture.   �
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event anticipated the formation of the umbrella organisation known of Ad Mapu in the 

late 1980s, which eventually allied with leftist parties after the return to democracy in 

1990 (Mallon 2005:252).19  

      The assimilatory policies of the military regime targeting Mapuche population were 

largely inspired by nationalistic discourses. They aimed primarily at favouring 

individualised relations between Mapuche individuals and the State, and thus 

undermining collective forms of political representation by communities and 

organisations. Land dispossession was not an issue in this period, given the authority 

conferred to landowners in Southern Chile, who were active supporters and in many 

cases local representatives of Pinochet’s government. The opportunity for Mapuche 

people to voice their demands came with the return to democratic rule in 1990 after a 

national referendum in 1988. In a meeting held in 1989 in the town of Nueva Imperial, 

several indigenous organisations announced their endorsement of the presidential 

candidate Patricio Aylwin, the leader of the centre-left coalition Concertación de 

Partidos por la Democracia, in exchange for the recognition of their collective rights 

and the institution of a land restitution programme (Richards 2004:129). A new phase 

for the relation between the Chilean State and Mapuche population began in 1990 with 

the return to democratic rule. The following paragraphs will summarise the major 

developments of the Mapuche-State relation in the last two decades, as the necessary 

background for the analysis of land claim and arbitration developed in Part II of this 

thesis. 

 

1.1.5  The Mapuche conflict: mobilisation and State responses 

�

    The support of Mapuche organisations for the presidential candidate Aylwin, who 

was successfully elected in 1990, proved instrumental in the approval of the Indigenous 

Law 19.253 in 1993. This law established mechanisms for protection of indigenous land 

properties, the introduction of a new representative unit called Comunidad Indigena and 

the implementation of welfare and educational programmes. An agency specialised in 

indigenous issues, CONADI (Corporación Nacional de Desarrollo Indígena), was 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
19  Several communities, among which Reducción Contreras, elected a representative to 
participate in meetings held by this organisation in the 1980s.   �
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founded with the objective to implement a land restitution programme. Despite its 

unprecedented contributions to indigenous rights in Chile, the Indigenous Law, which 

was initially elaborated by a special commission (Comisión Especial de Pueblos 

Indígenas) with the participation of Mapuche organisations and later ratified by the 

Chilean congress with significant alterations, is subject to severe critiques by NGOs and 

human rights activists. Comparison with indigenous legislation in other Latin American 

countries highlights the lack of autonomy of Mapuche communities in the 

administration of natural resources within their surrounding territories (Instituto de 

Estudios Indígenas 2003, Aylwin 2002a and 2002b)20.  

     With the 1993 Indigenous Law the Chilean government addressed issues affecting 

indigenous minorities in the country, such as poverty, education and land demands, in 

an unprecedented way. However, the perceived limitations of the Indigenous Law, and 

most significantly, the unwillingness of various Chilean governments to grant more 

autonomy to Mapuche populations and to implement an extensive project of land 

restoration led to the emergence of a heterogeneous Mapuche social movement. Some 

organizations, especially those with a focus on development projects, have established 

instrumental alliances with international agencies and the Chilean state. Others, such as 

the Consejo de Todas las Tierras (Council of all Lands) and the Coordinadora Arauco-

Malleco took a more radical stance and denied the legitimacy of the presence of the 

Chilean State in Mapuche territory (Mallon 2005:180-181). 

     Most organisations are primarily formed by “urban Mapuche”, among them 

university students (Foerster and Vergara 2002). The capital of the region of Araucania, 

Temuco, is home to several organisations with direct links to rural communities. 

Associations can also be found in rural areas. For instance the Identidad Lafkenche, 

which was founded in 1999 as an umbrella organisation for the numerous communities 

in the municipality of Tirua, aimed to represent the interests of the Lafkenche people, a 

Mapuche population living in coastal areas (Le Bonniec 2002). This organisation 

succeeded in pressuring the national government to concede the administration of 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
20 An example can clarify this point. In 1997, the government led by Eduardo Frei 
approved the construction of an hydroelectric dam in the mountainous area of Ralco 
commissioned to the Spanish company ENDESA. The plan implied the forced relocation of 
more than 400 hundreds individuals belonging to the Pewenche group and was initially rejected 
by CONADI. The appointment of a new director of CONADI in agreement with the government’s 
agenda and retributions given by ENDESA to several families in exchange of their withdrawal 
from the protest led to the final relocation of all local residents (Richards 2004:132). 
�
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maritime space to local indigenous communities through a legislative reform (Ley de 

Borde Costero 20.062). 

       The vast heterogeneity of Mapuche political organisations rests on the different 

attitudes of its members towards the Chilean State. Another historical reason lies in the 

decentred political organisation of Mapuche society. In fact, ethno-nationalistic 

discourses are recent historical phenomenon and, as Chapter 2 will suggest, 

identification with ancestral territories occurs primarily within the local area. The most 

concrete attempt to form an unitary political representative in relations with the State 

comes from the Mapuche nationalist party, Wallmapuwen, which is currently striving to 

attain an official recognition. The major objective of this organisation is to implement a 

project of regional and ethnic autonomy. The Wallmapuwen currently attracts the 

consensus of numerous Mapuche people living in urban centre, but is little known in 

many rural areas.��

     The major obstacle for the emergence of a Mapuche representative body within the 

Chilean state is that the extension of collective rights to indigenous people in Chile 

contradicts the principles of the 1980 constitution. Recent events, however, seem to 

suggest new developments for the introduction of collective rights for the Mapuche 

people. In particular, after years of intense campaigning by indigenous associations, the 

ratification in 2008 of the International Labour Organization Convention No. 169 by the 

Chilean senate represented the opportunity for the introduction of collective rights 

affecting the ownership of natural resources and forms of political representation.21 The 

recognition of collective rights is a fundamental objective of the Mapuche social 

movement. The restitution of historically dispossessed land, an issue which will be 

thoroughly discussed in Part II of this thesis, is the other major concern of Mapuche 

organisations- 

        Mapuche organisations, such as Asociación Mapuche Ñankucheo based in the 

municipality of Traiguen, have organised land occupations since the early 1990s in 

order to push the State to rapidly implement their land subsidisation programme. The 

expression “Mapuche conflict” is today ubiquitous in the Chilean media and since 2001 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
21  The Convention 169 was applied for the first in November 2009, when the Supreme 
Court recognised the rights over local water sources to two Aymara communities in Northern 
Chile  (see http://www.lanacion.cl/suprema-aplica-convenio-169-y-reconoce-derechos-de-
aguas-ancestrales/noticias/2009-11-26/231231.html) 
�
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confrontations with law enforcement have caused the death of three young Mapuche 

activists. Takeovers of land properties and military interventions have occurred in 

several areas across Southern Chile, including the municipality of Traiguen which is 

characterised by its high concentration of extensive agricultural estates (fundos Sp.)22. 

Mapuche communities and organisations, including the Coordinadora Arauco-Malleco, 

have mobilised against non-indigenous landowners. The powerful logging companies 

(forestales Sp.) that are also accused of posing a threat to local ecosystems through the 

plantating of exotic species, have been the primary target of occupations and arson 

attacks (McFall 2001).  

    The Chilean response to land disputes has been particularly suppressive and among 

the Mapuche population there is a general feeling that the interests of landowners and 

logging companies are prioritised. During Lagos’s presidency (2000-2006), the anti-

terrorist law Ley de Seguridad del Estado, which was originally designed during 

Pinochet’s military regime to be used against political dissenters, was applied to 

Mapuche activists. This law implied longer prison sentences and severe restrictions for 

the defence lawyers (Bacigalupo 2007:149). During the following presidency of 

Michelle Bachelet, the Indigenous Law has not been reviewed and land disputes have 

continued to occupy the headlines of national media. In 2010, after 20 years of 

interrupted government by the centre-left coalition Concertación, the multi-millionaire 

and leader of the rightwing alliance Sebastian Piñera was elected president of Chile. 

While the Mapuche population has followed national trends in its election, numerous 

organisations have voiced their concerns over the prospect of a decrease in public funds 

targeting indigenous people. Piñera’s plan to reform CONADI includes further 

restrictions on land subsidisation.23 

    This section has provided the historical background to the current relation between 

Mapuche and the Chilean state by focusing on the trajectories that led to land 

dispossession and the recent emerge of a large social movement. Section 2 of this 

chapter will provide an overview of the primary sociological and economic features of 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
22  One of the most emblematic cases of the Mapuche conflict took place in the 
municipality of Traiguen. In 2003, the territorial dispute between Comunidad Temulemu and the 
owner of the Nancahue estate, the former Minister of Agriculture Juan Agustin Figueroa, 
resulted in the incarceration of lonko Pascual Pichun and other residents of the community for 
terrorist association, although they were exonerated from other allegations of arson.  
�
23  See http://www.observatorio.cl/opiniones/la-politica-indigena-de-sebastian-pinera/ 
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Reducción Contreras in order to contextualise this community within social phenomena  

associated with Mapuche society.  

 

1.2 Field site: Southern Chile and Reducción Contreras 

 

1.2.1 The Mapuche people in Chile, Araucania and Traiguen  

 

     The Mapuche are the largest ethnic minority in Chile. According to the last national 

census carried out in 2002 (INE 2002), the number of Mapuche individuals reaches 

604,349, corresponding to approximately 4 percent of the Chilean population.24 

Roughly 105,000 Mapuche live in Argentina, in both urban centres and in the 

mountainous area bordering with Chile (INEC 2005). As a consequence of extensive 

migratory movements in the last century, a large section of Mapuche people - roughly 

62 % - are located in urban centres, especially Greater Santiago, home to 27.7% of the 

total population. The official figures are criticised by Mapuche organisations for their 

restrictive standards.25 As established by the 1993 Indigenous Law, a certified 

recognition based on genealogy (Calidad Indigena) grants access to welfare 

programmes targeting indigenous population and participation in land claims.  

      One of the most commonly employed standards to assess ethnicity among Chileans 

is linguistic skills. An increasing number of Mapuche, however, do not speak 

Mapudungun. Recent surveys indicate that 56% of the Mapuche population in rural area 

is not fluent in Mapudungun as a consequence of historical discrimination and 

willingness to acquire education in Spanish. Statistical data indicate that the Mapuche 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
24  The rest of the indigenous people in Chile are concentrated primarily in the highlands 
bordering with Bolivia, where 48,501 Aymara reside - roughly 7% of the national indigenous 
population. Roughly 40,000 individuals belong to other ethnic minorities, among which the Rapa 
Nui located in the Eastern Island and the Atacameños in the Atacama desert.      
�
25  The number of Mapuche people was dramatically reduced from the 928,060 individuals 
who self-identified as Mapuche in the 1992 census, to the 604,349: roughly 35 % less (see 
Haughney and Marimán 1993 and Terwindt 2009:239). 
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population in both urban and rural contexts is characterised by high levels of poverty 

(CEP 2006). In particular, discrimination and lack of access to higher education makes 

employment particularly difficult. In some rural areas characterised by scarce 

agricultural production, the situation is aggravated by land shortage, soil 

impoverishment and the lack of agricultural enterprises in which employment can be 

sought. 

     Differences among rural areas primarily concern agricultural production and 

economic access. Some Mapuche groups, such as the Lafkenche, literally the people of 

the coast, and the Pewenche living in the mountainous region near the Cordillera, are 

characterised by strong regional identifications and political organisations have emerged 

to represent the local interests of these areas. Regional features also emerge in rituals 

such as the ngillatun, and in minor variations in Mapudungun. In many areas, however, 

Mapuche residents do not ascribe to a local identity. For instance Reducción Contreras 

lies in the territory which was historically associated with the Nagche coalition, also 

known in Spanish as abajinos during the war with the Chilean army. As in other nearby 

communities, the residents of Reducción Contreras do not define themselves according 

to this regional category.   

      The majority of indigenous population in the country (29.6 %) is located in the IX 

region, or Araucania, where 23.5 % of the population is Mapuche and the highest 

concentration of Indigenous Communities in the country can be found (see Figure 3). 

Research for this thesis was conducted in this region, primarily in the municipality of 

Traiguen - where Reducción Contreras is located - and in the regional capital Temuco. 

Traiguen, one of the 38 municipalities (comunas Sp.) of the IX region, extends for  908 

km². Its population of 14,140 inhabitants is mainly concentrated in the town, with 

27.61% living in rural areas.  

    15.1% of the Traiguen population self-identify as Mapuche, a number lower than 

those of the nearby municipalities of Galvarino (59.65%) and Lumaco (37.54 %), and 

the average for the IX region (INE 2002). The reason for the relatively smaller size of 

the Mapuche population in this municipality arguably lies in the intense colonisation of 

the area by European settlers and the subsequent institution of fewer reducciónes at the 

turn of the 19th century. Twenty-one collective titles of property (Titulo de Merced) 

were granted to Mapuche caciques after the Pacification of Araucania (1861-1883). 

Generally most communities in Traiguen are surrounded by non-Mapuche properties 
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and are often located a few kilometres apart from each other. This local contingency is 

strictly correlated to the high number of land claims in the area and the recent escalation 

of latent disputes. Similarly, since the institution of the land subsidisation programme in 

1994, numerous communities have been relocated within the municipality of Traiguen, 

as a recent crisis in the agricultural production has led many estate owners to sell their 

properties to the Chilean State as prescribed by the restitution programme. 

      During my stay in Southern Chile, I had the chance to visit several Indigenous 

Communities in the area. While these visits contributed to the development of a wider 

local angle on issues (such as notions of place and ancestrality) discussed in this thesis, 

the rural community of Reducción Contreras was the primary location of fieldwork. 

Since much of the ethnographic material in this thesis is drawn from experiences in 

Reducción Contreras, it is worth illustrating the major sociological and economic 

features of this community in order to facilitate the contextualisation of the main topics 

discussed in the following chapters.   

 

1.2.2 Reducción Contreras: sociological and economic features  

 

   The rural community of Reducción Contreras was legally established in 1884 and was 

registered as an Indigenous Community in 2005. At the time of my arrival in 2007, its 

extent was 712 hectares (7.12 square kilometres) with its Western and Eastern 

boundaries located roughly 3 kilometres from each other. After a successful land claim 

in 2008 roughly 365.64 hectares were included within the territory of the community. 

All land is individually held with the exception of a small area around the school and a 

half hectare occupied by the cemetery. The community is surrounded by four large 

agricultural estates, whose extent ranges from 400 to 1200 hectares. Reducción 

Contreras is located roughly 18 kilometres away from the town of Traiguen, to which it 

administratively belongs.  

    The town of Traiguen can be reached by a bus in fifty minutes, while trips to the 

more distant town of Victoria, to which many residents prefer to travel to for its larger 

market and its shops specialising in agricultural products, takes roughly an hour and 
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half.26 A more expansive alternative, especially when large quantity of goods is 

transported, is to contract a car owner in the nearby rural settlement (aldea campesina 

Sp.) of Quino. Roughly 5 residents own cars or pick-up trucks which are mainly 

employed for trips to the nearby towns, while bicycles are common means of transport 

to reach nearby estates and neighbours’ houses. Horses are far rarer than in the past, as 

their aggressive grazing makes them no longer a convenient means of transport, while 

oxcarts are commonly used to transport goods and crops within the community. 

     As with all Mapuche communities, Reducción Contreras is formed by dispersed 

homesteads which typically encompass a wooden house with zinc roof, a small orchard, 

a structure for domesticated animals and in some cases a warehouse. The municipal 

school with an annexed football pitch and the nearby community building are the main 

points of aggregation. According to a survey conducted by the municipality in 2008 one 

hundred households are located in the community, although the number of residents is 

hard to determine as many students attending secondary schools live in nearby towns 

during the terms and many residents find temporary employment in nearby estates and 

urban centres. A sound estimate of the population ranges between 400 and 500 

residents. During the summer the population doubles, as many members of the 

community living in urban centres return to Reducción Contreras during their vacation.  

     Spanish is the first language for all residents, while Mapudungun is mainly 

employed in large events and rituals. Younger generations are generally not fluent in 

Mapudungun, although courses recently offered in the local school have given them the 

opportunity to practice this language. Elder members have generally been educated in 

Mapudungun, but they have tended to speak Spanish as their first language for several 

years because younger residents are not fluent in Mapudungun.      

     Reducción Contreras is located in the middle of the central valley of Southern Chile, 

which is regarded as the most fertile ecological zone in the region (Dillehay 1990). In 

particular the area around Reducción Contreras is characterised by microclimatic 

conditions that favour the cultivations of cereals. In fact the municipality of Traiguen 

lies on a large depression characterised by drier and slightly warmer climate than the 

surrounding areas, with a median of 7.6 degrees in the coldest months (GEDES 2007). 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�� � �The presence of public transport in Reducción Contreras dates back to the 1940s. 
Before the dismantlement of the regional railway system in the 1980s, trains between Galvarino 
and Traiguen stopped once a day in Reducción Contreras.�
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Agricultural production in Reducción is markedly influenced by the weather conditions 

of the area. In particular cereal growth is the primary farming activity in the area along 

with livestock. Roughly 100 out of 700 hectares (15%) of land in Reducción Contreras 

is devoted to cereal, even though not all residents grow these crops. Generally only 

families who own more than five hectares of arable land grow cereals, since cereal 

production would not be profitable in lots smaller than two hectares.  

     Oats are mainly given to animals or sold to local market, while the majority of wheat 

is kept in storerooms, milled in the town and is eventually used for domestic 

consumption. Wheat can also be sold to other residents, while shops in town prefer to 

buy cereals of better quality from large estates. The ratio of wheat to barley tends to 

vary according to annual tendencies in the selling prices of both seeds, which residents 

come to know by asking the opinions of shop owners in town and other farmers in the 

area. The sowing and harvesting are mainly carried out with the compensated service of 

machine owners. In general all owners of small tractors and combine harvesters are 

Chileans residing in nearby settlements, as no residents in Reducción Contreras own 

large agricultural machines. The family who owns the cereal fields carries out the rest of 

the activities necessary to ensure a proper growth to their crops, such as secondary 

tillage through oxen and the supply of fertilisers and insecticides. 

     A constant source of profit is the sale of beef and pork, while chickens are largely 

consumed within the household. Cows and oxen can be either sold at local auction 

markets in Victoria or Traiguen or butchered and sold directly to residents of the 

community and nearby settlements. The choice depends exclusively on the current 

trends in the auction market and the costs associated with the transport of the animals, 

for which small trucks are contracted. Cows are grown independently by most families, 

but half share agreements can be stipulated between land and cattle owners. Meat, 

especially chicken and pork, is also consumed for domestic use. Hunting and fishing are 

marginal in the domestic economy and they are mainly practised to complement diet 

with appealing meat, such as rabbit and quail. The other two main activities regard the 

small scale cultivation of vegetable and timber extraction. Reducción Contreras lacks an 

irrigation system and thus the cultivation of water demanding crops is limited. Potatoes, 

which constitute a very common staple food across Southern Chile, are generally grown 

to satisfy household needs. Since this crop can properly grow only in flat areas and in 

the proximity of water course, not all residents can plant potatoes in their properties. 
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Only a few households plant potatoes to sell them to residents of surrounding rural 

areas. Other water demanding crops such as lentils and beans are destined to domestic 

consumption. 

    For a farmer in Reducción Contreras, the day always starts very early. The first 

activity of my hosts consisted in feeding cows with oat and guiding them from a small 

parcel near their house to larger fields where they can freely graze. The rest of the day is 

spent according to the needs of the season. Fields, animals and fences are regularly 

checked throughout the year. Attention to details also regards domestic activities. 

Women are expected to carry out activities within the house and all those agricultural 

tasks that can be performed in the proximity of the house, such as the feeding of 

chickens and the growth of vegetables in the garden (huerta Sp.).27 

 

      Subsistence farming and employment in the nearby estates (fundos) are two major 

sources of income in Reducción Contreras. In households with more access to land, 

farming is the main form of subsistence and is complemented by seasonal work in the 

estates. The relation is inverted for residents who are employed as wage labours 

(asalariados Sp.) in nearby agricultural enterprises. While wage workers benefit from 

monthly remunerations larger than those obtained from the sale of agricultural goods, 

they face higher costs as they need to buy more goods (mainly food and wood for 

heating) from town markets and other residents. Other forms of income come from 

pensions, welfare benefits and services such as carpentering, offered by some residents 

with expertise in technical tasks (maestros Sp.) to their neighbours.  

      As reported by social workers in the municipality of Traiguen, Reducción Contreras 

enjoys slightly higher standards of living in comparison with Mapuche communities in 

other rural areas because of the possibility of employment in nearby estates and the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
27               While labour division is closely followed in all Mapuche communities, there are 
numerous exceptions. For instance, in households formed by couples with children living 
elsewhere, division of labour between genders tends to be less marked. In these cases, wives 
accompany their men in the fields when needed, although help can be requested to close male 
kin members for the completion of certain tasks in distant lots. Although a thorough investigation 
of gender among the Mapuche would have been beneficial to the analysis of labour 
organisation, the present scope of this thesis does not allow such a complex discussion. 
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relatively higher productivity of the soil. 28  Economic difficulties are tangible, however, 

and tend to have a greater affect on residents with little land. Economic differences are 

limited among neighbours. While most residents consider themselves poor in Reducción 

Contreras, some are regarded as poorer than others. Although the average of hectares 

owned by each household is roughly 7, in reality this number tends to fluctuate between 

2 and 15 hectares and residents with little land can only opt for employment in the 

estates, which is often occasional and poorly paid.  

 

       Health assistance is primarily offered by a team of nurses supervised by a 

physician, who attend residents once a month for a few hours in the community 

building. In this occasion, known as ronda medica, basic checkups and prescription 

drugs are offered mainly to elder residents and children, who can be referred to local 

hospitals in case of more serious disturbs. Distance from local towns makes transport to 

hospital particularly lengthy and all residents complain that the wait for ambulances can 

last hours in case of an emergency. Herbal remedies (lawen Map.) are prepared by some 

residents with expertise on medical plants. Among the Mapuche, healing practices are 

traditionally carried out by machi-shamans, who are also the main religious authorities 

in the celebration of the ngillatun ritual. Etelvina Contreras, who died in the 1970s, was 

the last machi from Reducción Contreras, although in the 1990s a machi from a nearby 

rural area resided for few years in the community. During my stay, I heard of only a few 

residents being attended by a machi. There is only one machi in the immediate 

surroundings, who lives in a community difficult to reach from Reducción Contreras.29 

 

     In all Mapuche communities, relations with local institutions are often mediated by 

the Indigenous Community. Development projects are mainly introduced after the 

consultation of the community assembly. For instance in 2006 Comunidad Contreras 

was one of the beneficiaries of the extensive development plan Programa Origenes. This 

programme consisted of the organisation of courses in Mapudungun in the local school 

and the subsidisation of agricultural tools and livestock. The Indigenous Community 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
28  This point is confirmed by the fact that the area around Reducción Contreras is not 
included within one of the ADI (Areas de Desarrollo Indígena), territorial entities designated by 
Article 26 of the Indigenous Law that benefit from extensive development projects. 

29  Several machis live in municipality of Traiguen. The “Centre for Mapuche health”, 
founded in 2000, acts as an intermediary with patients from different areas.  
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emerges as a significant representative unit during local elections. Mapuche 

communities are highly desired voting pools. While townspeople have a direct 

knowledge of the candidates, Mapuche residents in the countryside are less familiar 

with them and typically, during community meetings, the assembly decides to endorse 

specific candidates in accordance with previous experiences, such as their intercession 

the specific projects affecting the community.  

 

     The allocation of welfare benefits involves social workers in the Department of 

Development in Traiguen and individual residents. In this case the council of the 

community facilitates the implementation of surveys necessary to assess personal 

economic conditions. The other main relationship with local institutions concerns 

agricultural production. The Institute of Agricultural Development (INDAP -Instituto de 

Desarollo Agropecuario) works with individual residents or group of neighbours. 

INDAP consultants, who are salaried on the basis of personal projects, can offer the 

allocation of goods ranging from vaccinations to trees and the organisation of 

specialised courses, such as in bee-keeping. 

    

        Another significant social process affecting Reducción Contreras is the spread of 

Evangelical churches in the last fifty years. The implications of this process will be 

discussed later in this this thesis. For now, it is sufficient to briefly contextualise the 

main features of religious affiliation in Reducción Contreras within Mapuche society.  

According to a recent survey, 37 % of the population in rural areas are Evangelicals, 

51% Catholics and 12% do not associate with any religious institution (CEP 2006). In 

Reducción Contreras, many residents attend evangelical functions only occasionally, 

while others consider themselves Catholic or not interested in religion. These residents 

are generally more active in the organisation of Mapuche celebrations as Catholics tend 

not to see Mapuche rituals as being in opposition to Christian precepts. Many 

inhabitants of the reducción have been baptised by priests residing in the town of 

Traiguen who were travelling around the countryside to organise courses on 

Catholicism and celebrate functions. The presence of the Catholic Church in the 

countryside has gradually decreased, however, and masses are currently held only in the 

village of Quino and the major towns, which are particularly difficult to reach on 

Sundays for lack of public transport. The scarce presence of the Catholic Church in the 
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countryside can arguably be associated with the rapid sprawl of Evangelical churches in 

all Mapuche communities.  

 

     In Reducción Contreras, there are four evangelical churches belonging to three 

congregations.  The oldest church belongs to the Christian and Missionary Alliance 

founded in 1887 in the United States, and was built by a group of residents with the help 

of church members from town in the 1970s. Functions are celebrated by a pastor, 

usually from a nearby town, or alternatively by one experienced member. Differences 

among churches primarily concern the organisation of the function. For instance in the 

two Pentecostal churches in the community, dances and music accompany the prayers 

and healing is also practised. On the other hand, all churchgoers share similar attitudes 

towards the literary reading of the Bible and the adoption of Christian ways of life. In 

particular Evangelical churches impose a strict prohibition of alcohol use and their 

expansion has coincided with drastic changes in wine drinking habits and the reduction 

of previously high rates of alcoholism. While most fervent members of Evangelical 

churches decide to withdraw from Mapuche rituals, such as the ngillatun, many church-

goers attend Mapuche celebrations. 

  

This chapter has introduced the reader to the main historical and local contingencies that 

have shaped the current context of land restoration in Southern Chile. Issues, such as 

relation with the winkas, which are central to the following chapters, have been 

contextualised within the major trajectories of Mapuche history and the local 

contingencies of Reducción Contreras, where research for this thesis was conducted. 

The next chapter will focus on one of these themes discussed in this historical overview, 

namely perceptions of rootedness among Mapuche residents associated with ancestral 

land demands.  
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                                       5) View of Reducción Contreras 

 

 

 

             6) Celebration for the restitution of the El Huadaco property (June 2008) 
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     There are many “people of the land” in the world. The ancient inhabitants of 

Palestine or and the native populations of New Zealand, the t� ngata whenua in M� ori 

language, are just two examples. What is more, the expression “people of the land” is 

not only a common ethnonym, but has also permeated the Western imaginary of 

indigenous people worldwide. In this view the cultural survival of “the people of the 

land” rests on their spiritual connection with ancestral territories, a frail relation exposed 

to the threat of modernity. By their own definition the Mapuche are also people (che) of 

the land (mapu). The cosmological significance of their land is constantly evoked in 

discourses on autonomy and land restoration, as well as in ritual practices. The 

essentiality of land for Mapuche identity is now acknowledged by the Chilean state, 

which historically has been the major force of land dispossession through the military 

occupation of Mapuche territories in the 19th century and legislative reforms on land 

property. The first article of the national law on indigenous people (Ley Indigena 

19.253) makes this point clear: “for them [indigenous people] land is the main 

foundation of their existence and culture (“siendo para ellos la tierra el fundamento 

principal de su existencia y cultura” Sp.).  

 

     If we take the association between land and indigenous people as the necessary 

condition of their collective identity, detachment from the land, primarily caused by 

migration to the cities, means assimilation and cultural loss. A new narrative is 

emerging against this position. Framed within the language of identity politics accounts 

of cultural reappropriation by indigenous people abound in documentaries, academic 

papers and newspaper articles. In this narrative indigenous people living in cities are 

rediscovering their ethnic roots, while restructuring an identity they had been forced to 

abandon by the society in which they live. These two dominating narratives pose 
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implicit problems. On the one hand, the relation between indigenous people and their 

land clearly needs to be probletimised in order to avoid the essentialist risk of 

presupposing land as the sole determinant of identity. On the other, the claim by 

indigenous people themselves that their identity is predicated upon the relation with 

their land needs to be taken seriously. In this chapter the power of place for the 

Mapuche will be presented as a form of determination of Self and Otherness, rather than 

a discursive articulation with political objectives. Looking at the pervasive force of the 

connection with ancestral territories does not necessarily mean that indigenous people in 

urban centres cease to be indigenous. Displacement from native land deserves much 

more attention, however, as it emerges as a distressing problem for indigenous people 

themselves. 

 

     This chapter will focus on the cosmological significance of tuwün, a notion that 

refers to the place of origin of the individual and his or her descent. Its significance will 

be reiterated throughout this thesis by looking at agricultural practices, adoption of legal 

documents and collective action behind land demands, as practices aimed at avoiding 

displacement of the individual from the tuwün. The significance of ancestral place 

among the Mapuche will be explored by focusing on the triadic relation linking land, 

ancestors and descendants. The dynamic nature of this relation will be clarified through 

the analysis of the implications of tuwün and places in the landscapes associated with 

the past (kuyfi Map.). The argument of this chapter is twofold. Firstly, it posits that the 

rootedness of the Mapuche person to his or her ancestral land is significant, inasmuch as 

tuwün acts as a potentiality in the determination of Self and Otherness. Secondly, the 

implications of tuwün are reflected in the local landscape where perceptions of distance 

and relatedness to the ancestors, the “ancient ones” (los antiguos Sp. or kuyfikache 

Map.), are articulated through oral accounts and places associated with memories of the 

past. 

 

       This point will be unfolded in three different sections. In the first section the 

Mapuche relationship with land will be contextualised within the general theorisation of 

place raised by recent anthropological contributions. Section Two will focus on the role 

of tuwün in the self-determination of the individual and of Mapuche people in general. 

The last section will expose the major implications of the notion of tuwün as it informs 

knowledge and articulation of places in the landscape associated with the ancestral past. 
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In particular, attention will be paid to perceptions of relatedness towards ancestral land 

and distance towards the ancestors, by focusing on ancient cemeteries and other sites 

that are reminiscent in local history. 

 

  

2.1 Place:  anthropological perspectives  

 

     This chapter addresses the anthropological category of place. Place has been 

explored in numerous anthropological works, such that a more thorough review would 

require a more space than is available in this thesis (see Feld and Basso 1996, Bender 

1993, 2001 and 2006, Lovell 1998, Low and Lawrence- Zuñiga 2003, Stewart and 

Strathern 2003, Ingold 1993 and Tilley 1994). This section will rather contextualise the 

stance of this chapter within the anthropological discussion on place. An intense debate 

on the need to reconceptualise this category by focusing on local idioms of power, 

kinship and memory emerged in the 1990s as a reaction to previously dominating 

paradigms. The category of place has emerged in concomitance with the development 

of an anthropological stance to landscape as both a form of representation and a 

mutually constituting engagement between dwellers and their physical surroundings. 

This chapter focuses on one specific issue in the relation between place and landscape. 

Namely it aims to illustrate that experiences in the landscape depend on those local 

articulations on belonging that are consistent with notions of identity and personhood. 

In section 3, places in the landscape associated with memories of the past will be 

discussed in order to highlight the implications of tuwün, a Mapuche notion associated 

with ancestral land, in the way local landscapes are articulated.  

     The relation between landscape and place that is at the core of this chapter needs to 

be clarified. Since the publication of seminal anthropological works on landscape in the 

1990s (Hirsch 1995, Tilley 1994 and Bender 1993), certain key issues have resonated in 

the entire literature on this topic. This chapter is also inspired by some of the premises 

raised by these works. Specifically landscape will be approached as a cultural process 

observable in all social milieus. Landscape in anthropology is no longer approached 

according to its original signification as a cultural image (Cosgrove and Daniels 

1988:1). While the notion of landscape was firstly developed in Western visual arts, we 

are not looking at an exclusively Western phenomenon inasmuch as in each society 
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moral and aesthetic values are attached to and experienced through the physical 

surroundings. An anthropological stance to landscape attempts to look at the dynamic 

relation between idealised representations of landscape and the physical engagement of 

the dwellers, which can be conceptualised as the context and form of everyday, 

unreflexive forms of experience (Hirsch 1995:4). 

     The idea of landscape as a cultural process implies that this phenomenon ultimately 

depends on collective articulations. While landscapes can be experienced at a personal 

level, the individual never approaches a physical environment as an empty space. 

Experiences of landscape are characterised by the engagement with a locale, where the 

individual comes in contact with existing meanings ascribed to the physical 

surrounding. Numerous ethnographic works have pointed at the mutually constituting 

character of the relation between inscribed landscapes and dwellers' experiences therein. 

As posited by Low and Lawrence-Zuñiga, “the relation between people and their 

surroundings encompasses more than attaching meaning to space. It involves the 

recognition and cultural elaboration of perceived properties of environments in mutually 

constituting ways through narrative and praxis” (2003:15). Although inscription of 

meanings onto the physical surroundings precedes the individual’s engagement with the 

local landscape, experiences ultimately lead to dynamic articulations of the landscape.  

     As seen so far landscape is articulated through experiences within a humanised 

space, which exists before the individual. This humanised space is synonymous with 

place, the category which this chapter addresses. The experience of being in a place, a 

geographical location which generates feelings of belonging and identification among 

its dwellers, necessarily precedes the articulation of landscape. This point has been 

eloquently raised by Casey (1996), for whom anthropological research has traditionally 

reinforced the idea of abstract space by presenting the relation between dwellers and 

their physical surroundings as the inscription of meanings onto a neutral space. For 

Casey, “place is no empty substratum to which cultural predicates come to be attached; 

it is an already plenary presence permeated with culturally constituted institutions and 

practices” (1996:46). This chapter is largely inspired by this suggestion, as places 

associated with the past of a Mapuche community do not emerge as the result of 

individual experiences in the landscape. Instead ancient sites become salient elements of 

the landscape through shared oral accounts aimed at reinforcing the connection between 

present dwellers and their ancestral land.  
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     The anthropological investigation of place has generally focused on those local 

theories of dwelling (Feld and Basso 1996), which are not simply the result of 

simultaneous experiences of belonging to the same locality on the part of different 

actors. Rather, a focus on local theories of dwelling imply the analysis of both 

experiences of place and those cultural premises that inform the way in which belonging 

to a locality is expressed. As posited by Feld and Basso, an anthropological stance to 

place poses the “challenge to register a full range of discursive and non-discursive 

modes of expression through which everyday and poetically heightened senses of place 

are locally articulated” (1996:8). Ultimately, the way in which place matters can be 

treated as a cultural phenomenon in its own rights. The notion of tuwün can be soundly 

treated as the Mapuche theory of dwelling. This notion frames not only the significance 

of ancestral place in self-determination, but also experiences in the local surroundings, 

inasmuch as articulations of landscape are shaped by existing cosmological concerns 

over the tuwün. 

     The discussion on the implications of tuwün on representations and experiences of 

the local surroundings point at a general implication in the anthropological study of 

landscape, according to which the way in which a landscape comes to be experienced 

and articulated ultimately depends on existing concerns, cosmological principles and 

local theories of place. Bloch (1995) has, for example, provided an interpretation of 

landscape among the Zafimaniry of Madagascar that focuses on how deforestation is 

positively judged by local residents, according to the values of mazava, a notion 

translatable as clarity. What is more, the expansion of rice fields is interpreted as the 

success of dwellers in leaving their presence on land that is considered to be a 

permanent and uncaring environment, where human activities are bound to be transient. 

Bloch's suggestion clearly points at the significance of local cosmologies and values in 

shaping both representations of the landscape and human experiences therein.  

      In this chapter, particular attention will be paid to features in the landscape 

associated with the ancestry. Ancient burial grounds and other sites are compelling 

signifiers of the relation between current residents and their ancestry and numerous 

anthropological works have been focused on this issue (see Kuchler 1993, Fontein 2009 

and James 2009). In the last section, the relation between ancestry and Mapuche 

residents will be explored through the ethnographic analysis of places associated with 

the past. Before moving to the central points of this chapter, a clarification is needed. In 
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this chapter, I have deliberately not discussed places associated with mythological 

accounts, which indeed emerge as remarkable markers of continuity with the ancestral 

past in numerous societies.  

    Anthropological research has devoted much attention to role of these sites in spatially 

delineating the presence of mythological ancestors (Morphy 1995 and Århem 1998), 

grounding local knowledge (Basso 1996 and Kahn 1990) and mediating between myth 

and historical events occurred in the same area (Hirsch 2006). The topographic features 

hold a noticeable significance for local residents not only as the reminders of the 

cosmogonic origins of a determinate feature in the landscape, but also as markers of 

continuity between ancestral past and the present. In these places, personal stories, 

mythological accounts and images of the past are brought together.   My omission is 

due to the fact that there are no sites associated with mythological accounts in my area 

of study. This observation might further strengthen certain points raised in this chapter 

on the ambivalent relation between ancestry and current residents and its reflection on 

the local landscape. Clearly, a more thorough research on the relation between myth, 

landscape and history among the Mapuche could only be beneficial to the present 

discussion. 30 

     This section has focused on the major points raised by anthropological contributions 

to the study of landscape and place that have inspired the discussion in this chapter. 

Within this bulk of literature, landscape has emerged as a universal process that 

ultimately depends on the cultural and historical context in which local landscapes are 

constituted (Hirsch 1995:23). Experiences, representations and cosmological concerns 

associated with the physical surroundings have thus emerged as correlated elements in 

the analysis in the anthropology of landscape. Central to this literature is the tension 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�� �        In Southern Chile, topographic features associated with mythic accounts are extremely 
rare, but can be found more extensively in the coastal area of the Ninth and Eight region. In 
particular, Tren Tren hills are associated with the cosmogonic account of the fight between Kai 
Kai and Tren Tren. Kai Kai is a malevolent snake that once caused the sea to rise in order to kill 
all humans. The entire population began to climb up towards a hill known as Tren Tren to find 
refuge As the sea was rising, the Tren Tren began to elevate even higher and finally humans 
could be saved (Faron 1963, Millalen 2006:21). Among the Lafkenche people, some hills are 
acknowledged as Tren Tren and most importantly, they are associated with a real event, 
namely the tsunami caused by the 1960 Valdivia earthquake. During one visit in the coastal 
town of Tirua, I was told by a local Mapuche person that during the the 1960 earthquake, 
several residents congregated on top of a few Tren Tren hills in the area, where ngillatun rituals 
were officiated to ask the end of temblors. These sites have not been regularly visited ever 
since, but they are considered part of the ancestral territories demanded by local Indigenous 
Communities.  
�
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between the inscribed nature of the landscape and the considerable role of everyday 

experiences in signifying the landscape. Ethnographic works are characterised by a 

remarkably heterogeneous emphasis placed on either of the terms of this tension. This 

chapter approaches this issue by focusing on how a local model of place founded on the 

significance of ancestral land acts as the framework through which representations and 

experiences of places in the landscape come to be formed. In this chapter places in the 

landscape associated with local history will be contextualised within the inherently 

Mapuche notion of tuwün. The two following sections will illustrate the implications of 

this notion for knowledge of ancient sites, and how this generates perceptions of 

relatedness with the ancestral land and distance with its dwellers: that is, the “ancient 

ones”. We can now turn to the discussion of the major implications of tuwün as a model 

of identity based on rootedness.  

 

2.2 Tuwün, Self and Otherness   

 

2.2.1 Land and identity  

 

     In discourses by Mapuche political organisations, the relation with ancestral land is 

presented as the necessary basis upon which Mapuche identity is founded. “In our 

ancestral land or Wallmapu, we find our tuwün, the origin of each one of us and our 

family” 31. The message of this sentence, taken from the website of the organisation 

Mapuche International Link, resonates in the publications of numerous organisations. 

The rhetoric use of the notion of tuwün has been often interpreted in Chile as an 

example of discursive formation of identity and as a strategy aimed at political self-

determination. Such deconstructivist tendencies within social sciences generally tend to 

question the concreteness of models of identity founded on rootedness (Candea 

2010:74). In contrast this chapter hopes to show the resilience and concreteness of the 

relationship between Mapuche residents and their ancestral land. Before exploring this 

point, however, a clarification on the relation between tuwün and identity is needed. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�
 �����Available at http://www.mapuche-nation.org/espanol/html/nacion_m/historia/hstria-02.htm�
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This relation is taken as one significant dimension of identity among the Mapuche. Self-

determination and the consequential articulation of alterity with the winka is a complex 

phenomenon, which cannot be reduced exclusively to tuwün. In fact, different idioms of 

Mapuche identity coexist.   

     During my stay in Southern Chile, I have often participated in discussions on the 

unique traits of Mapuche culture. In everyday conversations, the definition of Mapuche 

identity seems a matter of a practice-oriented construction. To put it bluntly, there are 

certain things that Mapuche people do, and according to the adoption of these practices 

an individual can be judged as very Mapuche (bien Mapuche Sp.). Alternatively they 

can be judged as being awinkado: those residents who do not present those behavioural 

features associated with Mapuche culture. Mapucheness can be considered a scale 

encompassing heterogeneous categories that are employed to define Mapuche identity. 

In Reducción Contreras these categories range from joking stereotypes, such as using 

smoked chilli pepper known as merken in meals, to reflections on those modes of 

sociality that characterise Mapuche people and distinguish them from winkas. Respect 

(respeto Sp. or yawen Map.) towards kin members and neighbours is a value 

ubiquitously associated with Mapuche culture. In particular, reciprocity towards friends 

and neighbours through exchange of goods and mutuality of visits and the hierarchical 

organisation according to seniority among family members are considered customary 

values. Mapuche people pride themselves on being hospitable in comparison with 

winkas. Other traits adopted to define Mapucheness include fluency in Mapudungun 

and familiarity with Mapuche religiosity, especially the ngillatun ritual.  

     While identity is generally articulated around the performance of certain practices 

seen as Mapuche, figurative consanguinity is commonly employed to convey 

commonality among Mapuche people. I am specifically referring to the expression 

“people of the same blood” (gente de la misma sangre Sp.), which I heard frequently 

throughout my stay in Southern Chile. This idiom is more commonly employed among 

Mapuche from different rural areas. During fieldwork the occasions where this 

expression was employed the most were meetings organised by local NGOs. This idiom 

is particularly significant as it presupposes a genealogical origin for all Mapuche 

people. This envisioned original connection is also associated with articulations by 

Mapuche people of primordial rootedness to their territory. This point will be explored 

at length later in this section. For now it is constructive to reiterate that figurative 
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consanguinity and practice-oriented assessment of Mapuche are two major types of 

articulation of identity among the Mapuche. This thesis is concerned with another form 

of self-determination, one that poses relationships with ancestral land as a marker of 

Mapuche identity. The significance of this form of self-determination emerges clearly in 

the ethnonym Mapuche: ‘people of the land’. 

     During fieldwork I was exposed to numerous uses of the ethnonym ‘people of the 

land’ (gente de la tierra Sp.). In particular, the idea of Mapuche as original people 

occurs frequently and is articulated in diverse contexts. An interesting example comes 

from interpretations of the biblical account of Adam and Eve. The major biblical 

accounts are known in all Mapuche communities, since conversion to Catholicism has 

been an extensive historical process that began with the foundation of missions in 

Southern Chile in the 17th century (see Foerster 1996). The creation of Adam and Eve 

has been subject to interpretations centred on the analogy between the creation of Adam 

from soil (tierra Sp.) and the meaning of Mapuche as people of the land. Francisco, a 

Mapuche man who was a member of an Evangelic church, once explained to me that the 

Mapuche are the most ancient people: “we are called the people of the land, because just 

like Adam, we are born from the land”. Further, references to the Mapuche origin of 

Adam can also be found in certain versions of Mapuche myths. In one of these versions 

the only survivors of the Kai-Kai snake, a malign creature who attempts to kill all 

human beings by creating an enormous tsunami, are Adam and Eve (Koessler-Ilg 2000). 

     While interpretations of the meanings of Mapuche points to the primordial origin of 

this society, the appearance of this ethnonym is a relatively recent occurence. According 

to historian Boccara (1999), the term Mapuche emerged only in the middle of the 18h 

century. Previously different Mapuche residential groups shared the same definition as 

reche, a term meaning real people. The earliest use of the expression Mapuche is found 

in 1775 by the Franciscan missionary Ramon Redrado, who reports that individuals 

from different territorial alliances, the Huythanmapu, treated themselves as people from 

the same land or Mapuche (Boccara 1999:458-459).  

    Historiographic research seems to confirm that the Mapuche were the only 

indigenous groups in Southern Chile and that during their independence from the 

Spanish crown and the Chilean republic before 1883, commercial relations involved 

primarily Mapuche and Chilean traders. While reche implied the acknowledgement of 

real people, a phenomenon observable in many Amerindian contexts, the term Mapuche 
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reflected the realisation of a condition of autochthony in relational terms with the 

winkas who necessarily come from elsewhere. This point, which is consistent with 

Viveiros de Castro’s (1998) treatment of indigenous categories of identity as 

enunciative markers rather than names, will be discussed more thoroughly below in 

terms of the general significance of the notion of tuwün in the determination of Self and 

Otherness. For now it is important to reiterate that relationship with the land is a 

significant idiom of Mapuche identity, which coexists with others.   

     As seen so far the relation linking Mapuche and their ancestral land is one dimension 

of the wider issue of identity. By ancestral land I do not mean the independent territory 

occupied by Mapuche people, also known as wallmapu, which was lost after the 

military invasion of the Chilean army at the end of the 19th century and is currently 

demanded by more radical Mapuche organisations. My use of the term ancestral land 

rather refers to the tract of land identified as tuwün by its own dwellers. Disputes 

involving landowners, Mapuche communities and the Chilean State are centred on 

ownership of those tracts of land occupied by the ancestors of the present residents of an 

Indigenous Community. Having said this, we can now move to a definition of tuwün by 

exploring its linguistic use, physical features and social conformation of this geographic 

location, which for the sake of brevity will be occasionally referred to in the rest of this 

thesis as place of origins.  

 

2.2.2 Tuwün: location and belonging 

 

     Tuwün is both a verb and a noun, as it can be considered equivalent to both the 

English verb “to come from” and the expression “place of origins”. The use of tuwün as 

a verb can be found in questions about the geographical origins of an individual. For 

instance a resident from Reducción Contreras would state his or her origin in 

Mapudungun through the following sentence: “Inche Reducción Contreras Mapu mew 

tuwün” which can be literally translated as “I (Inche) come (tuwün) from the land 

(mapu) of Reducción Contreras”. Beside the use of this term as verb, tuwün also refers 

to a geographical location that has been diachronically occupied by the individual’s 

patri-lineage. Tuwün does not correspond to a place of birth and as such the expression 

‘place of origin’ seems a more appropriate translation. As will be clarified later in this 
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section, rootedness to the place of origins is considered primordial, and patrilineages 

found in a rural area are believed to have occupied the same location since their origins. 

Virilocality was strictly reinforced as the only residential arrangement for newly formed 

families. Local groups represented by a lonko, the headman of the dominant lineage, 

were essentially exogamic as marriages were formed exclusively between couples from 

distant rural areas. From these primary suggestions it is possible to reach a working 

definition, according to which tuwün is the geographical location from which an 

individual and his patrilineage originated. Clearly this definition needs to be further 

unpacked. Let us start by asking how tuwün is geographically delimited and who 

belongs to it.  

     First of all, tuwün does not correspond to the space of the Indigenous Community, an 

administrative unit instituted by the 1993 Indigenous Law. The Indigenous Community 

was meant to replace the term reducción because of its colonial connotations, although 

this terms is still very much in use in rural areas. All the residents of an Indigenous 

Community share virtually the same place of origins, but this location extends beyond 

the property boundaries of Community. The reason clearly depends on land 

dispossession in the last 150 years. This process affected virtually all Mapuche 

residential groups and land occupied by the patrilineages of a reducción was remarkably 

restricted – firstly through military intervention and secondly through gradual 

expropriation by Chilean and European settlers. Tuwün thus corresponds to the ancestral 

territory of an Indigenous Community and encompasses land within and around the 

community. The demarcation of the ancestral territory is a complicated issue, since the 

tuwün lacks defined boundaries. This point will be closely developed in Chapter 5, but 

for now it is important to remark that tuwün encompasses all those tracts of land in 

which the life of the ancestors is remembered through specific features of the landscape.  

     In Reducción Contreras, the Spanish term comunidad ancestral (ancestral 

community) is often used as a synonym for their ancestral territories. In most 

conversations about the history of the community in which I took part, the term 

community was unproblematically extended to the pre-colonial past. Soon after my 

arrival in Southern Chile José Contreras, the spokesperson (werken Map.) of 

Comunidad Contreras, told me that “the community was much larger before the winkas 

arrived” and I encountered similar propositions throughout the rest of my stay. The term 

'community' did not exist before the institution of the reducciónes, and in most 



���
�

historical accounts and testimonies lebo appears as the main territorial and political unit 

before the 20th century (Boccara 1999:428).  

     The employment of the expression ‘ancestral community’ as a synonym for tuwün is 

significant because it highlights how the place of origins does not refer to the entire 

Mapuche territory (wallmapu Map.) that was militarily included within the Chilean and 

Argentinean states in the 19th century, but is rather articulated by Mapuche residents as 

the ancient territories where their descent is located. What is more, the analogy between 

tuwün and the term community is consistent with the fact that entitlement to ancestral 

territories is extended to virtually all residents of an Indigenous Community. All 

individuals sharing the same tuwün are entitled to participate in land demands, as in the 

case of the appeal of Comunidad Contreras to the Chilean State for the restitution of 

their ancient territories. This leads us to the second question about tuwün: who shares 

the place of origins? 

     Tuwün is shared by all those individuals who belong to one of the lineages rooted 

within the reducción. With the exception of those few Mapuche individuals who have 

bought land in distant communities, all the residents of a reducción share the same place 

of origin, whose extension does not correspond to the legal boundaries of the 

reservation. This point is reflected in ancestral land demands. In Reducción Contreras 

those residents who moved to urban centres have been invited to participate in the 

process of land restoration. In contrast, those Mapuche residents who have moved into 

an extraneous Indigenous Community after the purchase of land from a local resident 

are generally excluded from land claims. As Chapter 4 will illustrate these cases are 

rare. Nonetheless they show that entitlement to the tuwün is founded on descent. 

Individuals sharing the same tuwün also tend to belong to other groups. A brief 

discussion on group formation in Reducción Contreras can help to clarify the 

delineation of the group of people sharing the same tuwün. 

     Group formation is an extensively discussed issue in ethnographic works on 

Mapuche society (Faron 1961, Stuchlik 1976 and Course 2005) and attention has been 

paid primarily to two ritual congregations, lof and rewe. The latter is a category that 

emerges in the organisation of ngillatun rituals. The relation between Indigenous 

Community and rewe will be discussed at length in Chapter 6. For now it would suffice 

say that in those reducciónes surrounded by non-Mapuche properties, the rewe tends to 

correspond to the Indigenous Community. This is the case of Reducción Contreras, 
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whose residents define their ngillatun as an event involving the entire community (el 

ngillatun de la comunidad Sp.). Nonetheless, as in numerous rural areas across the 

region, Evangelical residents tend to regard this ceremony as contrary to Christian 

values and many decide not to participate. For this reason the number of members of a 

rewe in Reducción Contreras tends to be smaller than the group of people sharing the 

same tuwün.  

       The lof can be defined as a ritual congregation that becomes a salient category in 

the organisation of the traditional funerary practice of eluwün (Course 2005:122). In 

numerous rural sectors, where several reducciónes are clustered together, lof does not 

necessarily correspond to the community. In places like Reducción Contreras, however, 

all residents unconditionally participate in the commemoration of a deceased member of 

the community, thus suggesting a correspondence between lof and reducción in this 

case. In Reducción Contreras most practices that are performed within the eluwün have 

not been carried out for the last twenty years. This is the case for the nutramtun, a 

speech in which the life of the deceased is recounted in both negative and positive 

aspects (see Course 2007). Most funerals consist of long wakes (velorio Sp.) in which 

only short speeches and the reading of the Bible by a resident accompany the moment 

of burial. The family of the deceased is expected to receive guests in their house at any 

time that include personal friends and all members of the community, or at least a 

person from each household. The hosts of the velorio are expected to slaughter an 

animal to serve the guests, who contribute to the expenses of the family by bringing 

primary goods for the household. Significant to the scope of the present discussions is 

that funerals in Reducción Contreras imply the support of all residents, thus suggesting 

that in this rural area lof and reducción tend to coincide. Having clarified the basic 

differences between different groups among the Mapuche, we can now go back to the 

delineation of the group sharing the same tuwün. 

     I have previously stated that patrilineages belonging to the same tuwün are believed 

to have occupied the same location since primordial times. However, in many 

communities, some patrilineages have appeared only recently and their members are 

generally treated as part of the group of people sharing the same tuwün. Let us see how 

this is possible. Virilocality used to be strictly reinforced as the only possible residential 

arrangement. With the institution of reducciónes, however, land shortage affected all 

households, and in some instances the husband's family could not provide a sufficient 



���
�

amount of land for the new couple. Mapuche residents started to become more flexible 

about the possibility of moving to the wife's family parcel, an arrangement known as 

aneucon which my informants translated to me “as to follow the wife”. Aneucon bears a 

negative connotation associated with the husband’s inability to provide autonomously 

for his family. Nonetheless this arrangement has become more common as land 

shortage increased. What is more, the gradual division of reservation land into 

individualised land properties carried out by the Chilean State from the 1930s to the 

1980s implied the introduction of land inheritance rights for daughters, who could claim 

land for their new families. Prior to this process land was only inherited by sons, who 

were expected to remain in their family properties according to the principle of 

virilocality.  

 

     Land shortage and changes in the inheritance system caused a sharp increase in 

aneucon, resulting in a few patrilineages in Reducción Contreras that are not originally 

from this area. A brief comparison between the earliest survey dating back to 1922 and 

the most recent one carried out by a local agency during my stay, shows how the 

number of paternal surnames in the community has increased in the last 90 years. What 

is important to notice is that recently established patrilineages are also considered part 

of the same tuwün, as long as the matrilineal descent is originally from the reducción. In 

Reducción Contreras a large patrilineage corresponds to the surname Pincheira, which 

firstly appeared after a Chilean man married a local woman and moved to the reducción 

several decades ago. Despite a bias against matrilocality which becomes tangible in 

commentaries about newly formed marriages, residents regard the descendants carrying 

the surname Pincheira as unconditionally from the same reducción. Throughout my stay 

I did not hear a single remark on the possibility that the Pincheiras might not be 

originally from the reducción. Their participation in land demands also confirms that 

belonging to tuwün is not precluded on those patrilineages that have emerged as result 

of uxorilocal arrangements in the past. A patrilocal bias might thus explain why very 

few new surnames have appeared for the first time in the last 50 years, but it does not 

mean that patrilineages formed through uxorilocality are considered from a different 

tuwün. 

 

     So far we have seen how an individual belonging to a tuwün is predicated upon 

descent. According to Chilean legislation newcomers who are willing to settle in an 
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Indigenous community after the purchase of a land property can only be Mapuche 

people. Residence does not, however, ensure entitlement to ancestral land, and 

newcomers without direct kin relations with residents are generally treated as outsiders. 

The significance of descent in establishing rootedness for the Mapuche people is 

particularly instructive when looking at other ethnographic cases in Amerindian 

societies. In the Amazonian region residence and belonging are related in significantly 

different ways in comparison with the Mapuche. These divergences do not only depend 

on the contingent history of institutionalised communities in the area, but reflect 

inherent concerns with sociality within the community. 

        

     For instance in the Peruvian Amazon, administrative units known as Comunidad 

Nativa were legally instituted in 1978 to legitimise land tenure and serve as a tool for 

the Piro people to act as a collective entity in relation with outsiders. In general Piro 

people readily accept newcomers into their communities, thanks to the availability of 

communal land and reliance on horticulture (Gow 1991:55). Nonetheless, the inclusion 

of outsiders does not only respond to environmental restrictions. The idiom of “mixed 

blood” employed by Piro people refers indeed to a model of sociality based on the 

potential transformation of affinity into consanguinity. As posited by Gow, 

consanguinity extends to those people living together, while kin members living in 

distant areas tend to be excluded from the kin group of the Ego (Gow 1991:139). This 

process has generally been named as consubstantialization and can be found in 

numerous Amazonian societies. 

 

     Consubstantialization consists in the possibility of proximity, intimate living, 

commensality, mutual care, and the desire to become kin to create the conditions for the 

sharing of the same substance (Vilaça 2002:352). Vilaça (2002) has shown how kinship 

among the Wari’ of Western Amazonia is a condition fabricated through constant 

dialogue with non-human entities involving alimentary taboos and the couvade practice. 

As in other Amazonian societies (see Rival 2002), commensality and living together 

among the Wari' and the Piro are determinant factors in creating the conditions for 

consanguinity and the sharing of substance. The consistence of this phenomenon across 

the Amerindian region might suggest that descent is a constructed condition rather than 

a given element of personhood. The Mapuche case, however, might contradict the 

regional extent of this phenomenon. 
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       Descent among the Mapuche is understood as a given component of the individual 

and is thought to determine behavioural predispositions. This conceptualisation of 

descent is framed by the notion of küpal, which will be discussed more thoroughly later 

in this chapter. For now it is important to notice that consubstantiality among the 

Mapuche cannot be manufactured through co-residence and sharing, but is rather a 

condition determined by küpal and tuwün as they are understood as two given 

components of the person. During fieldwork I encountered only one instance where the 

possibility for consubstantiality to occur between people with no consanguineal ties 

could have occurred. I am referring to the lakutun, a ceremony no longer performed in 

numerous rural areas across Southern Chile. 

 

     In a lakutun, a child received the name of an elder resident who then had the duty to 

guide and help his or her homonym throughout the child's life. Laku is a reciprocal term 

attributed to both name giver and receiver. Arturo Huanquilao, a resident from 

Reducción Contreras, told me that this practice was common during his childhood in the 

1940s. “A couple could choose an older man to be the laku of their son [or daughter]. 

The laku was often the grandparent's child, but not always. Sometimes, another elder 

man was chosen, especially if the grandfather had already been assigned with a laku.”32. 

Arturo went on to explain that after the name giver's death, people acquainted with the 

laku would often trace similarities between the behaviours of the name receiver and 

giver. The analysis of the lakutun would clearly benefit from a longer space of 

discussion and more detailed ethnographic material. Within the scope of this chapter, 

however, it is sufficient to notice that although the lakutun offers the theoretical 

possibility for consubstantiality between non-consanguines (in this case the two laku), 

tuwün and küpal are still considered immutable components of the person that are 

inherited from both ancestors and place of origins. This leads to the central point of this 

chapter that concerns the connotation of ancestral place among the Mapuche as a 

determination of Self and Otherness. 
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32     Course (2005) and Faron (1961) describes the lakutun as a naming practice involving only 
grandparents and their grandchildren. This difference might be explained in terms of regional 
variation.  
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2.2.2 Tuwün, Self and Otherness 

 

     The following paragraphs focus on the significance of tuwün as a form of 

determination to Self and Otherness in two different contexts. Tuwün is in fact a 

compelling notion not only in the determination of behavioural tendencies shared by 

residents from the same ‘place of origins’, but also in marking Mapuche identity in 

contrast to the winka Other. Soon after my arrival in Southern Chile in 2007  Mapuche 

people living in the city of Temuco explained to me that the two notions, tuwün and 

küpal, hold a compelling significance in Mapuche cosmology. Most importantly, these 

two notions are regarded as defining traits of the individual (che Map.).  

     I have previously defined tuwün as the place of origins of each Mapuche person. 

Küpal can be roughly translated as descent, although it means more than that. Similarly 

to tuwün, küpal is a given condition of the individual, reflected in behavioural 

predispositions. As defined by Course küpal is “the result of the influence, both 

substantive and spiritual, which each child receives from its parents and which they in 

turn have received from their parents. As such it is understood by Mapuche people to be 

a given component of personhood fixed, immutable, and permanent from the moment of 

conception” (2005:112). The idea that the Mapuche person is defined by his or her 

küpal and tuwün emerged in numerous conversations during my initial phase of 

fieldwork and can also be found in numerous ethnographic works (see Course 2005).  

      When I moved to Reducción Contreras a few weeks later I was interested in finding 

out more about the implications of these two notions. I soon realised that küpal and 

tuwün are rarely made explicit, but rather emerge through suggestions that might 

initially go unnoticed. During my stay in Reducción Contreras, I heard numerous 

anecdotes centred on the inheritance of traits along descent. My host Liscan often 

concluded these accounts with this sentence: “as the winkas say, the same splinters 

come from the same stick” (como dicen los winkas, de tal palo sale la misma astilla  

Sp.). In Mapudungun several proverbs express similar ideas, such as “ni felemun tain pu 

laku ta tani felemun tain pu chau em, feleyin mai tain mongelen meu”, which is 
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translated by the early Mapuche ethnographer Guevara, as “like our grandfathers and 

fathers, we are this way in our life” (1910:385)33.  

     People sharing the same küpal, a group which is generally identified as one 

patrilineage by other residents, are associated with distinctive behavioural features. 

While küpal refers to both the patrilineal and matrilineal origins of the individual 

(Millalén 2006:25), a historically consistent bias towards virilocality and the customary 

exogamic character of the reducción has determined that members sharing the same 

descent are predominantly agnates. Before the military occupation of Mapuche territory 

at the end of the 19th century, Mapuche names were composite words, including a noun 

inherited along the patrilineage and a noun attributed by the grandfather according to 

the child’s feature (Course 2005:112). With the introduction of surnames in the 19th 

century people sharing the same descent (kiñe küpal Map.) became associated with their 

paternal surnames. The anthropologist Faron has meanwhile defined this kiñe küpal 

group as the minimal lineage segment of Mapuche society (Course 2005:107-118). 

     In Reducción Contreras, there are various patrilineages belonging to the one küpal 

that are generally identified through their paternal surnames. Accordingly residents with 

the same surnames are not only identified as one descent group, but are also thought to 

show remarkable similarities. The resemblances not only regard physical traits, but also 

behavioural characteristics. For instance my host Miguel brought my attention to the 

fact that the members of one lineage shared one trait in particular: “Have you not 

noticed that they all talk the same way?” Similarly my hosts were aware of the general 

features associated to their lineage. In Reducción Contreras there is more than one 

patrilineage associated with the surname Contreras. The reason is that at the beginning 

of the 20th century Chilean authorities assigned the surname Contreras to different 

patrilineages. Nonetheless, distinction between lineages characterised by the same 

surname is maintained through the use of Spanish epithets. For instance my main hosts 

during fieldwork belong to the lineage known as Contreras Pardos, literally Brown 

Contreras. This lineage is considered of mixed blood (champureado Sp.), hence them 

having lighter skin as a consequence of the adoption of Chilean children at the 

beginning of the 20th century. In anecdotes and jokingly conversations the Contreras 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�� �������My translation from Spanish. 
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Pardos are described to do things “the other way around” (al revés Sp.). As explained 

by my informants, this expression is equivalent to the Spanish proverb “to do something 

the gringo way” (hacerlo a la gringa Sp.), which is known in the area around 

Reducción Contreras.  

     Tuwün is also conceptualised as a compelling influence in individual behaviour and 

people sharing the same place of origins also share intrinsic traits. During fieldwork I 

heard more anecdotes highlighting the influence of küpal on behaviours shared among 

kin members than I heard episodes centred on the influence of tuwün. The reason for the 

more pronounced recurrence of küpal in the assessment of individual behaviours seems 

to lie in the fact that descent is indeed considered a more influential component of the 

individual. My informants agreed that the place of origin influences the person to a 

lesser degree than küpal. Differences in the degree the two concepts shape behavioural 

tendencies can also, however, be attributed to differences in the contexts in which the 

two notions are used as markers of identity and alterity. As mentioned earlier, the 

influence of küpal emerges clearly in accounts about other descent groups. Interactions 

among residents of the same reducción are daily occurrences and accordingly accounts 

on the influence of küpal are mentioned more frequently. In contrast tuwün is inferred 

as a determinant factor in individual behaviour in conversations concerning Mapuche 

residents from other areas.  

     During my stay in Southern Chile I heard numerous anecdotes about behavioural 

traits shared among members of the same reducción. For instance all members of an 

entire reducción are thought to be more inclined to wine-drinking, or agricultural work. 

In some cases friends from Reducción Contreras suggested me to avoid contacts with 

people from a nearby Community, who were thought to not be trustworthy. Similarly 

they suggested I get to know more about certain communities renowned for their 

hospitality. Knowledge of Mapuche practices is also thought to run uniformly within 

Communities other than one’s own. In one case a resident from Reducción Contreras 

asked me why I was going to visit a relative from an area where many traditions 

(tradición Sp.) have been lost: “Why are you going to Quilico? They are very 

awinkado”. This term can be translated as winka-like and is generally employed in 

reference to those Mapuche who have adopted Chilean lifestyles. Similarly, I was 

invited to get to know other rural areas, whose residents were described as very 

Mapuche (bien Mapuche or Mapuche de verdad Sp.). The use of tuwün in assessing 
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behavioural tendencies might at first be interpreted as a typical example of geographical 

generalisation. In all social contexts differences in locale is marked through stereotypes 

applied to nearby villages and cities. Nonetheless, the notion of tuwün is a salient 

marker of identity in that it is conceptualised as a determining and stable component of 

the person rather than a mere essentialisation of other local groups.  

     Another major implication of the notion of tuwün further reveals its saliency. 

Physical surroundings are thought to play a major role in the determination of the 

Mapuche person.  More specifically, the attribution of shared traits for the members of 

the same tuwün rests on the particular ecological condition of this geographical space. 

Topographic features, such as the the presence of hills, the influence of the sea and the 

type of agricultural product cultivated in the area, are reflected in shared behavioural 

tendencies. Agricultural production is generally regarded as the most influential 

component of tuwün. On one occasion my host Miguel criticised a recent project of the 

Chilean State: “The State treats all the Mapuche people as the same, but we are very 

different. Those in the coast have little to do with us living off farming”.  

     Another example can further illustrate this point. Since early 2000 a few Indigenous 

Communities have been relocated in the area around Reducción Contreras through the 

land subsidisation programme run by the state agency of CONADI. One of these 

Communities is from a mountainous area whose economic production is dependent on 

livestock and timber plantations. Most residents of Reducción Contreras agree that the 

members of this community are bound to over-exploit local natural resources for their 

lack of knowledge of the specific features of the area. “They are woodcutters (forestales 

Sp.)! How are they going to grow crops here, if they are only used to cutting things 

down?” These practical uses of the notion of tuwün illustrate how the influence of place 

for the Mapuche extends beyond the realm of the metaphorical, to be conceptualised as 

a determinant influence on the person. What is more, this observation suggests that 

among the Mapuche elements of the physical surroundings are conceptualised as 

significant influences upon the individual.  

     A further reason to define the influence of tuwün on the individual as the relation 

between descent and place of origins comes from the fact that birth is not considered a 

sufficient condition for receiving the influence of tuwün. For my informants the 

influence of tuwün does not only extend to all descent groups occupying the same 

geographical area, but it also transmitted along the lineage through knowledge and care 
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of natural resources. This point can be further clarified by looking at a model of kimün, 

a form of knowledge that is considered inherently Mapuche. Kimün is a Mapudungun 

term commonly translated as wisdom (sabiduria Sp.) and knowledge (conocimiento 

Sp.), and encompasses knowledge of natural resources, diseases and future events. 

People believe to possess kimün are, for instance, machi shamans and older residents 

who are knowledgeable about the effects of natural phenomena on humans. 

      Kimün is believed to be obtained not only from the physical surroundings, but is 

also inherited from the ‘ancient ones’. In numerous circumstances informants explained 

to me that, despite their illiteracy in Spanish, machi are extremely knowledgeable 

because their knowledge is both derived from observation of nature (naturaleza Sp.) 

and inherited as part of their küpal, the component of the individual given by descent. A 

similar model of kimün can also be found in numerous writings by Mapuche 

intellectuals (Maureira and Quidel 2003, Ñanculef 2003). What is important to highlight 

here is that the knowledge of the physical surroundings is never dissociated from the 

specific location of tuwün, and accordingly kimün is shared among people living in the 

same place of origins in remarkably unique ways. During a visit to a distant rural area a 

Mapuche man explained to me this point: “The way in which Mapuche people know 

about nature (naturaleza Sp.) is unique, because we have always lived in unique places” 

     The Mapuche knowledge of their physical surroundings is a complex topic and the 

following chapter will continue this discussion in more detail. But it is instructive to 

reiterate that knowledge of the physical surroundings is necessarily associated with the 

place of origins. As seen so far, the two major implications of the notion of tuwün have 

to do with the valorisation of the knowledge associated with the influence of tuwün on 

other people’s behaviours, and the understanding of the mutually constituting 

relationship between physical surroundings and Mapuche farmers as a determinant 

component of the individual. Tuwün can thus be regarded as a salient category of 

identity marking Ego’s local group with other local surroundings. Although küpal is 

arguably conceptualised as a more compelling component of the individual than tuwün, 

the difference between these two notions does not relate simply to scale, but also with 

their scope as they emerge in different contexts of Self and Otherness. As suggested by 

Viveiros de Castro, “indigenous categories of identity have that enormous contextual 

variability of scope that characterizes pronouns, marking contrastively Ego's immediate 
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kin, his/her local group, all humans, or even all beings endowed with subjectivity” 

(1998:476).  

     Following Viveiros de Castro's suggestion, the conceptualisation of tuwün as a form 

of determination of Self and Otherness is extended to two different contexts of Self-

Other relation. That discussed so far involves local groups.  In the other the condition of 

rootedness of Mapuche people, - in other words the fact that every Mapuche person is 

associated with a tuwün - serves as a self-determination in relational term with the 

winka-Other. The following paragraphs will clarify how the significance of tuwün rests 

also on the self-designation of Mapuche people based on their condition of rootedness 

and in relational terms with the Winka-Other. Let us first start with the use of the term 

Mapuche as a synonym for indigenous person, so that we can later explore 

ethnographically the connotation of the winka as restless and uprooted people. 

     During my stay in Chile I heard the use of the term Mapuche as a synonym of 

indigenous (indigenas Sp.) on numerous occasions. Mapuche people can be found in 

other Latin American countries. The inhabitants of Reducción Contreras described to 

me the case of a wealthy landowner of European descent, a gringo, who was able to buy 

land from a Mapuche community by claiming indigenous descent through his 

grandmother, a “Mapuche” from Ecuador. On numerous occasions I was asked about 

the presence of indigenous people in my country of origin, Italy. One common way to 

phrase this question was whether or not there were Mapuche people in Italy. The 

question was not easy to answer. Generally when I replied that there were not Mapuche 

people there, I was further asked if everybody was a gringo. On the one hand I 

explained that most Europeans are physically similar to the gringo landowners in 

Southern Chile, but unlike the landowners, they are regarded as immigrants from 

elsewhere. Sometimes I even put forward the confusing idea that Italians are also 

Mapuche, but in a very different way.  

     My difficulty in answering the question about the presence of Mapuche people 

outside the Southern Cone was that my initial understanding of the term Mapuche was 

restricted uniquely to the category of society and culture. In contrast, during fieldwork I 

learnt that a Mapuche person is defined not only according to physical and cultural 

features, but also based on autochthony. The definition of winka is thus centred on their 

uncertain origins and their lack of tuwün. Throughout my stay in Southern Chile my 

informants frequently remarked that one of the main differences between winkas and 
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themselves  is their own ability to clearly trace their geographical roots. As posited by 

my host Miguel during one evening conversation, “a Mapuche always knows where he 

[or she] comes from”. The rootedness of a Mapuche person into his or her own tuwün is 

never questioned, and whenever I had the chance to converse about the history of the 

reducción I was always reminded that the ancestors are thought to have always 

inhabited this land. In contrast the geographical roots of winkas are impossible to 

ascertain and they are generally thought to lack a place of origins. Significant to the 

scope of this present discussion, the condition of uprootedness determines 

interpretations and expectations on the unpredictable behaviour of the winkas.   

     As previously suggested, tuwün is considered a compelling determinant of the 

Mapuche person that winkas lack. On the same occasion Miguel added that Mapuche 

people generally approach Mapuche strangers with less suspicion than the winkas, 

whose behaviours are carefully scrutinised to grasp their intentions: “Whenever I meet a 

Mapuche for the first time, I feel immediately at ease. On the contrary, it’s hard to 

understand what a winka wants at first”. The reason for such a suspicious attitude is also 

related to the perceived instability of the lifestyle of the winkas and the historical 

memory associated with their arrival in the 19th century, which coincided with the loss 

of land.     

     Both Chilean peasants and wealthy gringo landowners are described as people with 

unstable lives. In Mapuche communities linguistic nuances in Spanish, which are 

generally unknown among Chileans, reinforce this perception. For instance restless 

wandering is associated with the expression “to wander around as a winka”  (torentear 

como winka Sp.). Similarly the roaming of the winka can also be described as “going 

around like birds” (andar como pajaros Sp.). These expressions originate with the early 

experience of work in the large agricultural estates (fundos Sp.) of Southern Chile in 

which both Mapuche and Chileans were employed. As discussed in Chapter One, the 

lack of basic labour rights before the 1960s permitted landowners to lay off their 

workers at any moment. As monetary retributions were given only in special occasions, 

most Chilean workers were unable to build a house for their families and were generally 

offered momentary accommodation while working in the estates, often consisting of a 

bed made out of straws in a storeroom. Entire Chilean families were forced to travel 

among estates and live in precarious situations, an image that is compared to the restless 

flying of many birds that leave a place soon after finding food. Mapuche farmers, on the 
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other hand, had the option of living in their houses within the reducción and travelling 

to the estate either on a daily basis or for longer periods.  

     The moral condemnation of the restless wandering of the winka is reflected in the 

customary prohibition against marriages between winka man and Mapuche women. The 

analysis of Mapuche marriage practice is a complex issue and for the scope of the 

present discussion it is only necessary to mention its main features and local 

contingencies. In Reducción Contreras only a few older couples have married according 

to the customary Mapuche etiquette. Most residents have married with Catholic and 

Evangelical rituals, or the Chilean way (a la Chilena Sp.) as described by my 

informants. The first phase of the customary marriage practice was the ngapitun, in 

which the future wife was abducted from her family by the future husband. Later the 

two families would congregate in the bride’s house to negotiate the payment of a bride 

price (mafun Map.). In this formalised circumstance known as ngillandungufe, 

translated in Spanish by my informants as “talk of the in-laws”, male members of the 

two families would stand in front of each other describing the qualities of the two 

newlyweds and agreeing on the bride price. After the ngillandungufe the horse brought 

by the husband’s family is slaughtered and served during a festive meal, in which the 

heart (püke Map.) is offered only to the husband’s relatives.  

     The opposition of Mapuche parents to marriages of their daughters with Chileans did 

not only rest on the inability of winka farmers to pay for the bride price and later 

provide for their families, but also on a serious concern over the itinerant way of life of 

the winka. Unions between Mapuche men and chiñura, Chilean women, were less rare 

that those fiercely resisted marriages between Mapuche women and a winka. While as 

prescribed by the virilocal principle, a Mapuche groom would have been able to settle 

with his newly formed family in his inherited parcel, a winka man could either force his 

family to constantly move among different areas in search for employment, or could 

move to the land property of his wife’s family. Both arrangements were strongly 

resisted. Arturo explained to me this occurrence:  

“if a daughter married with a winka, her family would break any relations with 

her. She was thought to be lost forever: the winka were going as birds from one 

estate to the other without rest. Some families would accept a winka man to move 

into the reservation, but it was a shame for the family and the father would allow 
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the couple to stay in the parcel but nothing more than that, no help for food or for 

building their house, nothing”.   

     The main worry about marriage between a Mapuche woman and a winka did not 

concern geographical distance between the woman and her kindred, but rather the 

danger of nomadism associated with the winkas. As in other rural areas, many marriages 

in Reducción Contreras occurred between residents of distant reducciónes under the 

pressure of the groom’s family. Today marriages between winka and Mapuche women 

are more frequent for two main reasons. Firstly, living conditions have markedly 

improved and most workers live in rural settlements (aldea campesina Sp.) near the 

agricultural estates they work on. Secondly, one of the consequences of land shortage 

was the increase in the occurrence of uxorilocality, since the groom’s family could 

potentially not own enough land for the settlement of a new family. Despite evident 

changes in Chilean-Mapuche relations in the last decades, the image of the wandering 

and restless winkas that emerged within the historical context of contact is still vivid. 

     The uprootedness of the winka finds another significant connotation in accounts on 

the gringos, the estate owners who reached Southern Chile as settlers from Europe at 

the turn of the 19th century. In all anecdotes, the arrival of the gringos coincides with the 

emergence of destructive processes. Gringos are thought to have arrived running away 

from wars and bringing alls sort of evil, including epidemic diseases (viruela Sp.) and 

the parasitical plants initially used as fences (maleza Sp.) and now spreading throughout 

Southern Chile. As suggested by Harris, a sound approach to indigenous articulations 

on contact with the white men starts “from the necessary assumption that all human 

societies have means of conceptualising self and other, the familiar and the foreign, and 

that they do so largely in terms of images” (1995:17). Accordingly the representation of 

European settlers as landless outsiders is necessarily implicated in the generalisation of 

all winkas as potentially harmful to the Mapuche. While in conversations the two 

categories of Chileans and gringos are separated according to their remarkable 

differences in access to power and wealth, accounts of both reinforce their connotations 

as people with volatile social relations, unpredictable behaviours and mischievous 

practices: in other words, winkas.     

     As seen so far the condition of rootedness of the Mapuche individual is the ground, 

and on this is founded the construction of alterity with the winkas. In particular the 

restless wandering of the winkas is associated with their unpredictable and mischievous 
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behaviour, which is further confirmed by the history of land dispossession. While the 

significance of tuwün is articulated in oppositional terms with the uprootedness of the 

winka, this concept is not simply an outcome of contact. Rather tuwün spatially 

articulates different planes of Otherness, including both differentiation among local 

Mapuche groups and alterity with the winka, by presupposing the relation between 

descent and place of origins as potentially constituting of the individual. Detachment 

from tuwün is thus understood as an irreparable loss, and demands for ancestral land are 

arguably informed by the concern over the place of origins. One last characteristic of 

the notion of tuwün needs to be elucidated here. The simultaneous ability of küpal and 

tuwün, as components of the person given by descent and place of origins, to determine 

the Mapuche individual implies a scenario of unproblematic continuity between the 

dwellers and their ancestors. However the relation between ancestral land Mapuche 

people is not predicated upon the essential continuity between the ‘ancient ones’ and the 

present dwellers. The next paragraphs will clarify this point by presenting both küpal 

and tuwün as potentialities of the individual.  

 

2.2.3 Tuwün as potentiality 

 

 

     The following paragraphs will illustrate that the coexistence of relatedness to 

ancestral land and perceptions of distance with the ancestors is related to the 

conceptualisation of both tuwün and küpal as potentialities for the determination of the 

Mapuche individual. As mentioned earlier, the influence of küpal, as an essence 

inherited from the past through descent, and tuwün, as a behavioural predisposition 

derived from the place of origins and thus shared primordially across generations, 

would theoretically imply a context of continuity with the dwellers of the ancestral land: 

the 'ancient ones'. In contrast, the influence received by descent and place of origins 

does not presuppose the reiteration of the ancestral past in the present, since both tuwün 

and küpal are articulated as potential determination of the person. Both conditions, that 

of being defined by descent and by the place of origins, are better understood as 

predispositions, whose fulfilment rests ultimately on the autonomy of the Mapuche 

person. This point can be illustrated by looking at how the valorisation of individual 

autonomy among the Mapuche coexists with the influence of tuwün and küpal. These 
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conceptualisations emerge in interpretations of residents’ behaviour. The following 

ethnographic account illustrates this point.  

     On one occasion I was presented with an anecdote about healing power and the 

transmission of küpal. The healing and spiritual power of machi shamans is not 

inherited within lineages. Typically neophytes become machi after experiences of great 

suffering and through visions (perimontun) and dreams (pewma) that occur without the 

volition of the individual (Bacigalupo 2007:26-27). Nonetheless, the notion that 

predispositions run within the same lineages also extends to healing power. One 

evening, while drinking mate tea with a few residents from Reducción Contreras, I was 

given an example of the relation between the individual and its küpal. Etelvina 

Contreras, who died in the 1970s, was a renowned machi and people from distant rural 

sectors travelled to her house to be healed through the practice of machitun. Years later 

her younger brother became the pastor of a Pentecostal church located in Reducción 

Contreras, to which residents from different rural areas congregate. He too is considered 

to possess healing power and during functions performs the laying on of hands onto 

churchgoers afflicted by diseases. Francisca, one of the participants in this conversation, 

also added that in the past a few female relatives within this lineage had been accused of 

witchery.  

     A question that immediately came to my mind was what kind of relation links a 

witch (bruja Sp. or kalku Map.), a well known machi shaman and an Evangelical pastor. 

This episode could be analytically interpreted as an example of contextual continuity 

between customary practices and Evangelical churches, which have spread in the region 

around Reducción Contreras since the 1970s. More precisely, despite the prohibition of 

Evangelical churches to attend Mapuche rituals, it has been argued that contiguity 

between evangelical Christianity and Mapuche religiosity can be observed in practices 

such as spirit possession (Foerster 1993). Nonetheless, this suggestion seems to be 

restricted to Pentecostal churches, which are a minority in Mapuche areas and are 

regarded by members of other Evangelical congregations as significantly different to 

other churches for their unique emphasis on spirit possession34. More importantly, a 

focus on contiguity between Mapuche religiosity and Christianity is not consistent with 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
34       In Reducción Contreras, out of four churches, only one is Pentecostal. 
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the interpretation of the account provided by my informants. As it happens religion was 

not the main issue being discussed. Attention was rather being paid to the relationship 

between the individual and his or her küpal. In this occasion one of the participants 

explained to me that behaviours are transmitted along the descent line, but the 

individual is ultimately responsible for the way these predispositions are expressed: 

“Each one is responsible for his or her own actions”. 

     This is just one of the numerous anecdotes that I encountered during fieldwork that 

focused on the relation between predispositions generated by both küpal and tuwün and 

the autonomy of the individual. In such anecdotes, one interlocutor can stress the 

importance of descent and place of origins, and another interprets the same episode 

exclusively in terms of individual responsibility. For instance, on a few occasions I 

heard the story of a man from a nearby community of Ñanco-Marin who decided to sell 

all his properties without consulting his sons. As the following chapters will highlight, 

sale of land is associated with future misfortunes. This was the case for this man, who 

after selling his properties to a nearby landowner moved to nearby Traiguen in search of 

a better life. A few years later he was still living in this town, but was extremely poor 

and abandoned by his sons and other family members.  

    My host Liscan commented this episode by stressing both individual responsibilities 

and the influence of descent: “See, his sons were just like him. For being selfish about 

his land, he brought all sorts of trouble to himself”.  I have also heard about the episode 

from other residents, who emphasised general characteristics of the people from this 

community. For instance they indicated the general submission of the residents of this 

community to the powerful landowners as the reason why this Mapuche man sold his 

properties for a low price. Others emphasised the lack of education in this area, which 

has generally caused remarkable land dispossession in the past.  

     Different interpretations of this episode highlight how individual behaviours are 

approached with a focus on the influence of küpal and tuwün. Nonetheless the 

consequences caused by this man’s action were ultimately attributed to his own agency. 

This particular point is consistent with the general valorisation of personal autonomy in 

Mapuche society. Numerous ethnographic works have highlighted individual autonomy 

as a fundamental value among the Mapuche. This point has been developed through 

observations related to such diverse fields as education, through which children are 

constantly admonished to not depend on other people’s help (Melville 1976:216), and 
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half-share arrangements, which are always carried out according to the needs and 

intentions of the individual (Stuchlik 1976). During fieldwork I noticed numerous 

commentaries on how success in farming is considered an expression of individual 

skills. Similarly residents are considered responsible for their own social 

marginalisation when they withdraw from relations with neighbours.  

     The autonomous nature of Mapuche personhood has been recently exposed by 

Course's (2005) investigation on modes of sociality. While both küpal and tuwün are 

given components of the individual, for Course (2005:133) personhood is also 

predicated upon the engagement with modes of sociality that are necessary for 

acknowledgement as a real person. Among these modes the “sociality of exchange” 

consists in the constant and autonomous engagement of the individual in networks of 

reciprocity. An inability to engage in proper sociality leads to the lack of social 

acknowledgement of personhood, as in the case of drunken people who are generally 

not greeted by other residents. To not be greeted by someone or to be refused hospitality 

is equivalent to not be acknowledged as a person (che Map.) and the question 

¿Chengelan iñche?, Am I not a person?. is often voiced in these circumstances35. 

Drunken people are thought to lack autonomy of thought, intentionality, and the 

capability of social action and reaction which mark them out as full persons (Course 

2005:68). In contrast full persons are not only determined by küpal and tuwün, which 

are given elements of the Mapuche individual, but they preserve an autonomous nature 

which is developed through engagement with other human beings.  

 

     There is clearly a need for a more thorough discussion on the relation between 

Mapuche individuals and society than is possible here. But within the scope of the 

present work, it is important to acknowledge that the influence of küpal and tuwün as 

components of the person given by descent and place of origins exist along with the 

acknowledgement of the autonomy of the individual in creating his or her distinctive 

personal attributes. The reason for bringing up this point here is that the influence of 

küpal and tuwün presupposes – to paraphrase Astuti (1995:1) – a form of identity, in 

which essence is inherited from the past, and more specifically from the relation 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
35           On one occasion I was asked this question by Francisca, a friend of mine from 
Reducción Contreras, when, upon entering her house, where there were lots of guests, I did not 
properly greet her. 
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between ancestors and their place of origins. In theory this form of identity would not 

only be primordialist and essentialist, but would also presuppose a reiteration of 

ancestral past in the present. I argue that the contrary position exists, that küpal and 

tuwün are better understood as predispositions of individual behaviours, which emerge 

in relational terms. As proposed by Ingold, sociality allows people to emerge as more 

than the sum of their genealogical influences: “far from having their constitution 

specified in advance [...] persons undergo histories of continous change and 

development. In a word, they grow. Indeed more, than that they are grown” (2000:145) 

 

       As seen in this section, while küpal acts as a compelling form of determination of 

self and Otherness in relations with members of other descent groups, tuwün acts 

similarly in those relations involving Mapuche members of other areas. Most 

importantly, the condition of being rooted to a ‘place of origins’ is employed to frame 

self-determination in opposition to the winka-Other. Ultimately ancestral land emerges 

as a cosmological necessity for the Mapuche, although the combined effects of tuwün 

and küpal, which are better understood as predispositions of the individual, does not 

imply a context of unproblematic continuity between the present dwellers and the 

‘ancient ones’. The next section will illustrate how the significance of tuwün is reflected 

in accounts on places within the ancestral land. This form of knowledge is responsible 

for informing both relatedness to ancestral land and perceptions of separation from the 

‘ancient ones’. 

 

 

 

2.3 Landscape and ancestry 

 

     The following paragraphs will illustrate how the significance of the tuwün is 

reflected in knowledge of the local landscape. Ancient cemeteries and other sites 

associated with local history represent the experiential contexts in which Mapuche 

individuals articulate their relation with ancestral land and its dwellers. This relation is 

not simply one of continuance. The following ethnographic accounts will illustrate that 

the influence of tuwün is reflected in the knowledge of places associated with the 

ancestral past, which serve in turn as markers of difference between the present dwellers 
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and their ancestors. As such the significance of ancient sites among the Mapuche does 

not have to do with their role as markers of continuity with the past (kuyfi Map.). 

Rather, their knowledge emerges as a reflection of the condition of rootedness that 

characterises Mapuche people. 

     Anthropological research has paid particular attention to the role of ancient sites and 

burial grounds in framing relations between descendants and ancestors and entitlement 

to land (see Kuchler 1993, Fontein 2009 and James 2009). Burial sites are significant 

elements in the landscape because of their potential to spatially situate the relation 

between ancestors and descendants, and thus reinforcing notions of belonging. In 

general anthropological research has highlighted the significance of ancient cemeteries 

in fostering images of the past, regardless of their effective use in ritual practices. As 

eloquently suggested by Ingold, “landscape is constituted as an enduring record of - and 

testimony to - the lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in 

so doing, have left there something of themselves” (1993:152).  

     More than any other elements of the landscape, burial grounds represent the 

experiential context in which the past becomes tangible. As part of the landscape, places 

associated with the local past reflect changes in the society while simultaneously 

reinforcing a sense of continuity between the past and the present. These sites are 

usually significant elements in mythical lands (characterised by a mythical context of 

continuity) in which the past is embedded in the land as an inviolable substance. As 

suggested by Strathern and Stewart, landscape “often serves as a crucial marker of 

continuity with the past as well as a reassurance of identity in the present and a promise 

for the future” (2003:4). This is not the case for Mapuche ancient sites, which rather 

reinforce a divide between the past and the present of an Indigenous Community. Their 

knowledge is valorised as a significant reflection of the condition of rootedness, 

however, which as argued in the previous section characterises self-determination of 

Mapuche people. This point can be better appreciated through the ethnographic 

description of ancient sites in Reducción Contreras.  

     Ancient cemeteries can be found in virtually all Mapuche communities. They are 

usually referred to as ancient cemeteries in Spanish (cementerios antiguos Sp.) or eltun 

in Mapudungun 36. The vast majority of these burial grounds are now difficult to locate 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
36         In written records, I have occasionally seen eltuwe as a variant for this term. 
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and initially look neglected.  Sanitary restrictions and the institution of community 

cemeteries officially administered by the municipality in the second half of the 20th 

century led to the abandonment of these burial grounds. The reason for the past ubiquity 

of the eltun is found within the Mapuche mortuary practices that were common before 

the institution of the community cemetery. An elder resident recounted how eltun could 

be found everywhere around Reducción Contreras: “in those days people used to be 

buried wherever it was possible: they used to put a few crosses and that was the 

cemetery”. The high death toll from the war with the Chilean army (1863-1883) and the 

concomitant outbreak of epidemics (viruela Sp.) led to an increase in the numbers of 

burial grounds, while funerary rituals, known as eluwün, were often shortened. In 

Reducción Contreras, after the institution of a community cemetery in the 1950s, names 

of the residents laid to rest in ancient eltun gradually became harder to identify after the 

succession of subsequent generations. Modern cemeteries are the settings of personal 

moments of grief, visits to deceased friends and family members, and funerals (velorios 

Sp.) generally attended by all residents. Only three generations of residents have been 

buried in these sites. 

     Until a few decades ago ancient eltun could more easily be identified by the presence 

of scattered wooden crucifixes37. Today most ancient eltun lack any clear signs typically 

associated with burial grounds and only a few are recognised by local Mapuche 

residents. It is not their appearance that makes them visible, but rather their association 

with histories of local lineages and personal memories of residents living nearby. While 

a few burial grounds across Southern Chile have attracted the attention of archaeologists 

for their extension and clear evidence of human intervention38, most eltun simply look 

like barren patches of land. During my stay in Reducción Contreras I was shown two 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
37       Chemamüll, literally wood people, were the most visible form of mortuary statuary among 
the Mapuche. They used to be clustered together and indicated the presence of a deceased 
person buried in that area. Nowadays only a few ancient chemamüll are preserved in 
archaeological and anthropological museums, while several reproductions can be found as 
artworks throughout Southern Chile.  

38      This is the case of kuel, large mounds that have been artificially levelled. There a few kuel 
in Southern Chile and they are found in specific areas such as the Puren river valley, where 
they are clustered in groups called rewekuel (Dillehay 2007and 1990b). Today, kuel are known 
by local residents as ancient cemeteries and they can be employed as locations for ngillatun 
rituals.  
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eltun that were located within two bordering agricultural estates. The next paragraphs 

will offer an ethnographic account of one of these visits. 

     The first eltun that I was taken to was simply referred to as the cemetery of El Panal, 

the agricultural estate in which it was located. This ancient site is only a short walk 

away from my hosts’ house. I was taken there by my host Miguel a few days after my 

arrival at Reducción Contreras. A few minutes after leaving his house we reached a 

wheat field overlooking the gorge of the Quino River. My host told me that I was 

standing right in front of the ancient cemetery, which I was not aware of. This site was a 

patch of barren and flat land enclosed by barbed wires drawing a square of ten metres at 

each side. There were no signs that could have told me about the presence of this site. 

Its presence became vivid only after Miguel had explained its main characteristics and 

given me accounts related to this site, which I then heard again in the following months. 

As suggested by Hirsch, “there is the landscape that we initially see and a landscape, 

which is produced through local practice and which we come to recognize and 

understand through fieldwork and through ethnographic description and interpretation” 

(1995:2). Clearly I was facing an element of the landscape which was materialised only 

through the words of my guide.  

     The eltun of El Panal lacked all elements that typify current Mapuche cemeteries, 

such as Christian crucifixes and orientation towards the east. Nonetheless, other signs 

indicate the presence of ancient cemeteries for Mapuche. The saying “where there are 

dead, nothing grows” (donde hay muertos no crece nada) proves very appropriate in 

this case. Burial grounds are typically recognised for being barren spaces surrounded by 

agricultural land or forestry. To better understand how in the past the eltun caught the 

attention by being an empty space, the observer needs to imagine it as it looked before 

deforestation of the surrounding areas. Moreover, as Miguel told me, the location of this 

site seemed to respond to the pragmatic concerns of his ancestors: in times of heavy 

rainfall its elevated position would have protected the burials from the accumulation of 

water. More importantly a breathtaking view of the snow capped volcanoes of the 

Andean range tells the observer that this eltun is orientated towards the east, which is in 

accordance with a spatial organisation that has become a signifier of Mapuche rituals 

for Mapuche themselves. My host Miguel knew about this site since his childhood, 

when youngsters used to go there to look for stones and ceramics. This eltun was not 

only known about by the residents of Reducción Contreras, but also by Chilean workers 
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in the estate El Panal. I was told that during the 1960s one of the supervisors (capataz 

Sp.) ordered a few workers, including some from Reducción Contreras, to till the entire 

area. This action was seen as an act of arrogance by the local Mapuche population, 

especially because the small size of this burial ground made it an unlikely place for 

cereal production. In the end the proverb “where there are dead, nothing grows” proved 

right and the tilled area of the eltun never became productive.  

     Numerous accounts of Reducción Contreras' past are associated with ancient 

cemeteries. These sites evoke images of the ‘ancient ones’ who are perceived as 

completely dissociated from the current reality of the Indigenous Community. During 

fieldwork I came across a reoccurring manner of imagining eltun as ancient burial 

grounds that are thought to be the hiding places for large quantities of silverware that 

were eventually looted by winkas in the 20th century. The image of winkas as looters is 

reflected in the verb winkan, which is used as a synonym for stealing and raiding. 

Accounts on the loss of wealth are not only found among the Mapuche, but are common 

in other Amerindian societies, such as the Nasa people of the Colombian Andes, among 

which the ancestors are regarded as holders of great riches that were eventually lost 

(Rappaport 1998:155). Among the Mapuche silver is the most potent signifier of the 

past. Silverware is today considered a major form of artisanship and is associated with 

beliefs regarding the power of silver to benefit the owner, as in the case of bracelets 

worn on the left arm. Jewellery, however, tend to be very modest today and is worn 

only for Mapuche celebrations and rituals. In contrast, the residents of Reducción 

Contreras remember how it was once common to see substantial amount of silver in 

each house and older women wearing trapelakucha, large silver necklaces, for all social 

occasions.  

     As seen so far, ancient cemeteries are associated with the memories on the wealth of 

the ‘ancient ones’. The wealth of the Mapuche population in the past is not only 

associated with silver, as oral accounts of the residents of Reducción Contreras provide 

insists on the large quantities of livestock owned by each family owned. The term kullin 

refers to both money and animals, which constituted the main value of exchange among 

the Mapuche. Land shortage also implied a substantial loss of livestock as trends in the 

payment of brideprice (mafun Map.) demonstrates. In Reducción Contreras the 

ritualised payment of brideprice has not been carried out for at least four decades. In 

accounts on previous generations, brides’ fathers often requested the grooms’ families 
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to fill an entire corral with animals. The size of the bride price gradually declined, and 

the last to be paid in this community consisted of a pair of horses, or in some cases only 

one horse, to be eaten in the celebrations following the end of the negotiations between 

the two families (an occurrence known as ngillandungufe, or “the talk between in-laws”, 

as my informants translated it for me). 

     As seen so far, ancient eltun are associated with images of the past perceived in stark 

opposition with the present. These representations rotate around wealth that was lost 

with the military invasion of the Chilean army and the arrival of European settlers at the 

turn of the 20th century. Nonetheless, distance from the past is not only articulated 

through nostalgic images, but also through accounts in which the “ancient ones” are 

described as superstitious, illiterate and powerless in front of the mischievous winka. In 

many Mapuche communities places in the local landscape are associated with accounts 

of the war with the Chilean army and superstitious beliefs generated within this 

historical framework. During the Pacification of Araucania (1861-1883) raids by the 

Chilean army against Mapuche settlements were particularly common. The local 

population was forced to retreat to forested areas and hideouts such as caves.  

     In Reducción Contreras one cave is acknowledged by most residents as the main 

hideout during the violent war with the Chilean army. I found out about the existence of 

this cave during a meal with a neighbour of mine who named this site curaruca, literally 

'house of stone' in Mapudungun. This cave is mostly referred to be local residents using 

the general term reni, which indicates an area usually located near a source of 

subterranean water and occupied by groups of colihue plants (Chusquea culeos, a 

gramineae bush similar to a bamboo). I asked my hosts a bit more about the history of 

this particular reni and they offered to take me there on a sunny afternoon. The 

curacura is located along the gorge of the Quino river in the vicinity of a resident´s 

parcel. The humid cave is roughly a meter high and extends for several metres into the 

steep gradient. An aura of mystery surrounds the curaruca. Although no signs of human 

activities can now be seen, residents living in the proximity of this cave remember that 

until recently human bones and remains of livestock could be spotted there.  

     Like the ancient eltun in El Panal estate, curaruca evokes an image of the past that 

centres on the arrival of the winkas as a moment of disruption. More specifically, the 

knowledge of the ‘ancient ones’ proved to be insufficient to respond to the deceptions 

of the winka. As told by my guide Liscan, people in those days believed that the cave 
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could reach the far hills of Quicha Mahuida, where they could find refuge. Such 

rumours are today seen as exaggerations and are treated with scepticism by my host, 

who pointed my attention to the superstitious nature of ancient Mapuche: “sometimes 

people believed whatever they were told because they were not educated”. The 

ambivalent interpretation of knowledge among the ancestors will be further elucidated 

in the next two chapters. For now it is important to emphasise that places in the 

landscape evoke images of distance with the ‘ancient ones’ which are both longed for 

and desired. In the case of curaruca, 'ancient ones' are remembered for their superstition 

and illiteracy which made them vulnerable to both land dispossession and exploitation 

in the agricultural estates. This phenomenon reoccurs in numerous Amerindian societies 

and can be soundly contextualised within historical accounts of contact with the 

whitemen. In many of these societies present conditions are often described in terms of 

“being civilised” (see Gow 1991 and Kelly 2005), while the superstitions associated 

with the ancestry are judged negatively.   

     As seen so far, places associated with local history do not emerge as markers of 

continuity among the Mapuche. Quite the contrary, they inform a sense of separation 

with the past, which is both longed for and desired. Ancient cemeteries are not the 

setting of rituals that serve as reiteration of the ancestral past. This view seems at odd 

with common interpretations of Mapuche society, such as Faron’s (1961:824) 

suggestion that Mapuche religion is predicated upon the continuing relationship of 

mutual dependence between the living and their ancestors. My experience in Reducción 

Contreras suggests that ancient cemeteries are generally not associated with the spiritual 

presence of ancestors in everyday life. There was only one exception. A resident once 

associated a few inexplicable visions (such as strong lights) around an ancient eltun 

with the possibility that the spirits (püllü Map.) of deceased ancestors were still 

lingering around the site. This account seems consistent with the role of the traditional 

mortuary ritual of eluwün, which serves to take the dead to tranquillity and avoid the 

lingering spirits bing captured by sorcerers and put to evil practices (Faron 1961:827). 

Eltun not only lack the presence of ancestral spirits, but neither do they serve the 

customary role of ensuring continuity between the present and the ancestral past.  

     If I am right in the interpretation of Mapuche ancient sites as markers of disruption 

rather than continuity with the past, it becomes necessary to ask in what sense these 

sites are significant. I am proposing that the significance of these sites lies in their 
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knowledge. These sites are, in fact, quiet unimpressive and only materialised through 

oral accounts about the past. Their knowledge is only possible as a type of inheritance 

transmitted along the descent line. While Mapuche residents typically know about the 

existence of ancient eltun, only residents who live in their proximities are 

knowledgeable about the location of these sites and their history. Most significantly the 

condition of being rooted to a tuwün, the geographical location that has been translated 

as place of origins in this chapter, is extended to the entire descent, as argued in the 

previous section of this chapter. Similarly lineages within Mapuche communities are 

believed to have occupied the same area since primordial times.  

     The condition of being Mapuche is ultimately predicated not only on the influence of 

tuwün on individual predispositions, but also on knowledge of the ancestral past of a 

locality. We have seen in Section 2 of this chapter that to be a winka is equivalent to the 

condition of lacking a place of origins. In contrast the condition of being rooted in a 

tuwün is, among other things, a compelling form of self-determination for the Mapuche 

people. In the sense the valorisation of the knowledge of tuwün can also be seen in the 

respect paid towards older residents who are considered kimche, a figure that can be 

roughly translated as 'wiseman'. Kimche are not only expected to be authorities on 

Mapuche customary practices, but also on local history. While some residents are 

remarkably more knowledgeable about their place of origins than others, the ability of a 

Mapuche person to relate his or her present condition to that of the ancestors who have 

occupied the same local area, is shared by virtually all Mapuche people. 

      This section has illustrated how ancient sites ultimately inform the rootedness of an 

individual to his or her place of origins, while evoking images of a past perceived as 

inevitably distant. This inherent feature of Mapuche ancient sites is possible only if we 

think of the influence of tuwün and küpal as potentialities in the determination of the 

Mapuche person. The alternative is a relation linking Mapuche people with their 

ancestral land that would presuppose a reiteration of the ancestral past. In this chapter 

the significance of ancestral land, which ultimately informs land claims, has been 

explored by focusing on the implications of the local idiom of tuwün for the way in 

which place matters and is experienced by the Mapuche people. Tuwün has been 

presented not as a local version of a human love for place, or topophilia as defined by 

Tuan (1974), but rather as a cosmological necessity, inasmuch as it serves as a 

compelling form of determination for Self and Otherness. The triadic relation linking 
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land, ancestors and descendants has been presented as a significant element in the 

Mapuche lived world which does not presuppose an unproblematic context of continuity 

between the present of the Indigenous community and the past of the ancestral land. 

This point will be further developed in the last chapter of this thesis, which will focus 

on the differences in the conceptualisation of the triadic relation linking ancestors, land 

and descendants between Mapuche communities and state functionaries involved in 

land negotiation.  The significance of ancestral place will also be the focus of the next 

chapter, where environmental values and reflections on farming and its effects on the 

physical surroundings will be contextualised within the wider concern over the 

productivity and protection of ancestral land.   
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7) Crossing the Quino river with Arturo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8) The ancient burial ground in the El Panal estate 
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     It was a sunny afternoon when my host Miguel and I decided to pay a short visit to a 

neighbouring family. Upon leaving the house, we started climbing down the hill 

towards the neighbours’ house. A few moments later we reached a flat terrain with high 

grass: an area with no houses, which I had not seen before. A few cows were calmly 

pasturing. My attention was immediately drawn to the dark and vivid green of the 

pasture. By that time my knowledge of the local area was good enough to realise that I 

was walking in an area rich in subterranean water. As we were passing through the 

small valley Miguel pointed his finger at a round patch of high grass, roughly of 5 

metres of diameter: “this is a menuko. It means eye of the water in Mapudungun and 

there’s water trapped underneath it”. We reached the menuko and stepped on to its 

centre. To my surprise my feet did not start to submerge as they would do on a muddy 

surface or a pond. Rather, as I started making small jumps on the menuko, it felt as if the 

soil was moving sideways in small waves. My host explained to me that animals are 

attracted by these sources of water while ignoring their danger. Cows are often found 

trapped in menukos. Only a few weeks earlier a resident had to drag his cow out of this 

menuko with the help of a large ox. Smaller menukos can be found around Reducción 

Contreras and they used to be treated with great respect and fear by the ancestors, as 

these peculiar places were the setting of visions and other inexplicable events. 

      The discovery of the menuko was not an isolated episode. On numerous occasions I 

was reminded of the relevance of water sources in local place names. The toponyms of 

many Mapuche communities, hills and even cities derive from the combination of the 

Mapudungun word ko, water, with other geographical features. In everyday life the 
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importance of water is strictly related to farming, as the productivity of land largely 

depends on the preservation of this vital resource. This chapter does not aim to provide 

a detailed overview of the cosmological significance of water among the Mapuche, but 

it will rather attempt to expose how metaphors and articulations of farming reveal a 

relationship with the land centred on the idea of preservation of natural resources, water 

in particular, in order to ensure endurance in the circumscribed space of one’s place of 

origins or tuwün. Mapuche environmental values and articulations of the role of the 

farmer as carer of the land will be contextualised within the significance of tuwün or 

place of origins, which, as discussed in Chapter 2, informs demands of ancestral land 

restitution. The analysis of the local landscape will illustrate how changes in the 

landscape reflect the decline of customary values that have to do with the relationship 

between Mapuche people and their local surroundings. This is not a simple story of 

cultural loss, however. Changes in the relationship between the Mapuche and their 

physical surroundings reflect the major significance of tuwün.  

      This chapter will argue that while respect (respeto Sp. or yawen Map) towards the 

natural surroundings, which is inherited from the “ancient ones” (los antiguos Sp.), is a 

reflection of the concern for the preservation of place of origins (tuwün Map.), the 

adoption of disruptive agricultural strategies associated with the winkas is necessary in 

order to endure in one’s tuwün, an essential condition for Mapuche identity. Ultimately, 

in order to be Mapuche, which implies the preservation and endurance in the place of 

origins, one needs to adopt winka practices that contradict environmental values centred 

on protection and respect that were inherited from the ancestors or the “ancient ones”. 

Developing this argument is the main concern of this chapter. In Section One 

anthropological contributions to the study of the relation between humans and their 

physical surroundings will be reviewed in order to clarify the theoretical stance of this 

chapter. The second section will contextualise articulations of the role of the farmer and 

environmental values among the Mapuche within the general significance of tuwün. The 

last section will expose the tension between customary relationships with the 

environment and the economic necessity for more invasive forms of agricultural 

production by focusing on the temporality of the landscape in Mapuche communities. 

Particular attention will be paid to the advancement of timber plantations and 

deforestation of native forests (bosque nativo Sp.), a topic widely discussed by 

environmentalist and Mapuche organisations in Chile.  
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3.1 Environmental relations, knowledge and values  

 

 

      This section will explore the issues of knowledge and perception of the 

environment. These key topics have characterised much anthropological production in 

the last decades and the scope of this chapter does not allow for an adequate review of 

the major themes that have emerged from this discussion. I shall focus, however, on the 

most significant contributions to the ethnographic study of environmental knowledge 

and perception in order to clarify my use of problematic terms, such as nature. The 

ethnographic material in this chapter will suggest that values, knowledge and 

perceptions of the environment among the Mapuche are better contextualised within the 

relationship between two significant idioms. The cosmological significance of tuwün, as 

the geographical location that emerges as a salient form of determination of Self and 

Otherness; and awinkamiento, a process referring to the loss of customary practices and 

knowledge, which is reflected in the signs of human intervention on the local landscape. 

 

     The origins of the anthropological discussion on the relationship between humans 

and their physical surroundings can be traced back to the modern foundation of the 

discipline. Malinowski’s (1960) functional understanding of culture as a secondary 

environment necessary for the satisfaction of human basic needs is founded on the 

premise that humans are entirely dependent on the constraints of their environment. 

Lévi-Strauss (1966) approached the issue from a radically different standpoint by 

focusing on underlying structures that allow the individuals to decode their physical 

surroundings and manipulate them semiotically. Arguably both approaches have 

reinforced the essential dualism between nature and society by proposing models of 

human behaviour that presupposes either nature shaping culture or culture shaping 

nature (Wagner 1988, Descola and Palsson 1996). Generally the recurrent theme of the 

relation between humans and their environment has been a component of all the major 

theoretical developments in anthropology. For its tendency to look at non-Western 

worlds, the discipline has historically engaged with those grand Western narratives, 

such as the human ability to transcend nature, in order to illustrate inherent differences 

between Western and indigenous knowledge and perceptions of the environment. My 

use of the term 'Western' here follows Ingold’s (2000:6) focus on Western attitudes 
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towards the physical surroundings. in terms of the disciplined and rational enquiry that 

has emerged as the dominating epistemology in the West. 

 

    The risks of defining indigenous relationships with their physical surrounding in 

dialogical terms with Western ideologies have been exposed by a recent focus in 

anthropology on human relations with the environment. This line of research has in 

recent years resulted in a dissatisfaction with the lack of critical assessment of the 

dichotomy between culture and nature, which arguably reflects the mind-body dualism 

that has come to dominate much post-Cartesian epistemology. The major contributions 

on human-environment relations in anthropology (see Strathern 1980, Ingold 2000, 

Descola and Pálsson 1996) have called for a rethink of this assumption by questioning 

the ideological burden of the term “nature”, which is exposed to extremely diverse 

meaning-giving and discursive processes (Escobar 1999:2). As proposed by Tim Ingold, 

nature presupposes a divide between the observer and the observed, as “the world can 

exist as nature only for a being that does not belong there” (2000:20). Notions on 

control and appropriation of natural resources can arguably be traced back to a recent 

and localised tendency within the Western world. As suggested by Hirsch (1995:6), the 

Western idea of landscape as representation emerged in concomitance with the ever-

increasing intervention in nature and the generation of new ideas of separation between 

human beings and nature. The great narrative of the human transcendence of nature can 

be contextualised within notions of production and civilisation that accompanied the 

first instances of industrial manufacture (Ingold 2000:77-88).  

 

     The assumed universality of this particular Western view of nature has been 

questioned by anthropological work on humans relationships with their physical 

surroundings. In particular, ethnographic research has highlighted how extension of 

sociality and perceptions of contiguity informs the relation between non-human and 

human planes of existence in numerous social contexts. As posited by Descola and 

Pálsson, admitting the premise that human history is the continuous product of diverse 

modes of human-environmental relations implies “taking seriously the evidence offered 

by many societies where the realm of social relations encompasses a wider domain than 

the mere society of humans” (1996: 13-14). Contributions from different regions have 

exposed the significance of local cosmologies in the articulation of human-

environmental relations, which extend beyond the realm of the metaphorical. Strathern 
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(1980) has questioned the assumption of a dichotomy between culture and nature by 

looking at the use of domestic space and wild resources among the people of the Mount 

Hagen in Papua New Guinea: in this region culture does not provide the possibility to 

colonise or manipulate nature, and relations between spirit masters of forest and humans 

reflect the permeability of the human-environmental relation.  

 

    Contributions from Amazonianist anthropology have proved seminal to the 

discussion of human-environment relations. Central to numerous ethnographic works 

(see Viveiros de Castro 1992, and Arhem 1996) is the understanding of predation and 

exchange as the guiding principle between humans and other species. In many 

Amazonian societies predation implies a mutual and conflictive relation between 

humans and animals, who are given human attributes such as revenge (Descola 

1996:90). Similarly, Descola’s (1994) seminal work among the Achuar Jivaro people in 

the Upper Amazon has illustrated that features of kinship can also be extended to fauna 

and flora. Such a discussion has been revitalised by Viveiros de Castro’s (1998) thesis 

on Amerindian multinaturalism, which argues that the perspectival quality of 

Amerindian thought illustrates the existence of different ontological planes or “natures” 

in opposition to the multiculturalist assumption that cultural differences emerge in the 

perception of the same reality.39 

     

        The work of Tim Ingold (2000) has been pivotal to the developing discussion on 

the dichotomy between nature and society through its analyses of different 

conceptualisations of the environment in relation to modes of subsistence. For instance 

idioms of trust and domination reflect differences between hunters and pastoralists in 

their relation to humans (Ingold 2000). Descola (1996) has put forward a similar 

arguement for the existence of comparable modes of relationships dependent on local 

ideas of immanence and transcendence. This approach will be developed in this chapter, 

in order to expose some of the basic implications of the human-environmental 

relationship in Mapuche communities. This relationship will be contextualised within 

the cosmological significance of tuwün. In particular attention will be paid to the 

connection between fundamental values associated with the relationship between 

Mapuche farmers and their physical surroundings; and the need to exploit the limited 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
39           For a critique of different ethnographic approaches to the society/nature dichotomy in 
Amazonian indigenous anthropology see Viveiros de Castro 1996.  
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space of the Indigenous Community in order to ensure the permanence in the 

Indigenous Community, thus avoiding migration away from the place of origins. This 

relationship is far from unproblematic. The frail balance between respect for natural 

resources and the necessity of augmenting agricultural production needs to be 

approached by looking at indigenous relations with the environment. But not only in 

terms of traditional knowledge and values, but also through a focus on changes in 

agricultural production and the historical context of contact with whitemen. 

 

     In this sense this chapter aims to contribute to the discussion concerning the dualism 

between Western idioms of exploitation and indigenous knowledge of nature that, 

arguably, originates in the wider conceptual context of the nature-culture dichotomy. 

The theme of indigenous knowledge of the environment began in the ethnographic 

fascination with the non-Western world, later turning into the core image of indigenous 

societies at the forefront of the environmentalist movement. A rich academic literature 

has emerged concerning indigenous knowledge and its implications for development 

(see Croll and Parkin 1992, Roy et al. 2000 and Sillitoe et al. 2002), the emergence of 

indigenous social movements in the last decades (Surrallés & García Hierro 2005), and 

notions of property (Posey 1990). The rising interest in indigenous knowledge and 

environmental values has resulted in essentialising representations of indigenous people 

that centre on their harmonious relation with nature. In environmental discourses the 

complex cosmological concerns and historically dynamic relationship with their 

environment has been reduced to unprobletimised notions of ecological protection and 

sustainability (see Descola 2003). These representations share the assumption of a 

generalised commitment of indigenous people to conservation, a point that has been 

questioned by Carneiro da Cunha and de Almeida as a Western construction: “is it a 

case of a Western projection of ecological concerns onto an ad hoc constructed 

'ecologically noble savage'?” (2000:315).  

      Mapuche people are not exempt from the simplification of their environmental 

values and knowledge. This chapter will attempt to problematise the notion of 

traditional people's commitment to conservation, by focusing on those local concerns 

and historical processes that expose potential tensions in agricultural practices, 

knowledge of the environment and values. In particular, notions of custodianship of 

land will not be treated as ecological values encompassing the global scale of human-

environment relation as implicit in recent trends in the international environmentalist 
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movement; but will be contextualised in the preservation of the circumscribed 

geography of the tuwün or place of origins. In general environmental values and 

agricultural knowledge, topics that will be discussed in the next section, reflect specific 

modes of interaction with the environment that are exposed to historically dynamic 

processes (Strang 1997 and Richards 1993).  

 

        Among the Mapuche the valorisation of protection and care towards the land is not 

only reflected in customary values, but can also be associated with a concern over 

tuwün. In particular, environmental values inherited from the ´ancient ones` ensure the 

continued fertility of the place of origins, which can thus be passed on to future 

generations. In order to avoid migration to the city, however, and to continue to live in 

the limited space of the Indigenous Community, it is necessary to adopt practices and 

crops associated with the winka and negatively assessed for their aggressive attitude 

towards the local landscape. This point, which will be explored in the next section, is 

reflected in perceptions of the local landscape characterised by signs of human 

intervention. In particular Mapuche representations of their local surroundings reflect 

the historical tension between customary values and the adoption of more invasive 

agricultural practices. In this section the relation between landscape and memory (see 

Ingold 1993, Stewart and Strathern 2003, Hirsch 1995 and Low and Lawrence-Zuñiga 

2003) will be discussed by focusing on the temporality of the local landscape. Before 

moving to this point, let us review the main implications of the notion of tuwün on 

environmental values and agricultural practices among the Mapuche. 

 

 

3.2 Care and exploitation    

 

3.2.1 Learning from ”nature”: respect, kimün and the ancestors 

 

    “This poor land, this is all we've got, this is why we are Mapuche, people of the 

land”. For several months my host Liscan, Miguel's father, was a patient teacher of all 

the agricultural activities in which I took the role of his inexperienced assistant. One 

day, while walking towards his recently tilled parcel, Liscan described with this 
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sentence the enormous difficulties for Mapuche farmers in making the most out of their 

scarce land. In this section I will recount some of the lessons on the relation between 

Mapuche farmers and their land that I was given during fieldwork. The local 

ethnography will clarify how knowledge and respect for natural sources reflect the 

significance of the geographical space of tuwün and its protection. As discussed in 

Section One of this chapter, Western representations of indigenous people and their 

knowledge in terms of custodianship and environmental values presupposes the 

unproblematic continuity between ancestry and current dwellers. This section will 

challenge this assumption by contextualising the implications of environmental values 

associated with the ”ancient ones” within the concern over tuwün and the necessary 

adoption of invasive crops and agricultural techniques adopted from the winkas. Let us 

begin with the discussion of a Mapuche model of environmental values and knowledge 

associated with the ancestors, which will be probletimised later in this section by 

focusing on the cosmological anxieties over tuwün and the present decline of ‘respect’ 

(respeto Sp. yawen Map.) towards the physical surroundings. 

 

    Throughout my fieldwork I participated in numerous conversations concerning the 

knowledge “ancient ones” held of their physical surroundings. According to my 

informants, the complexity of customary knowledge or kimün is generally associated 

with the understanding of natural phenomena or “nature”. My host Miguel explained to 

me how wisdom is generally thought to be derived from observations of natural 

phenomena: “how can machis know so many things if they cannot read and write? They 

have a special vision that comes from nature”. Despite contrasting interpretations of the 

role of machi shamans by Mapuche residents, their power is unconditionally 

acknowledged. In particular, their healing abilities are closely associated with exquisite 

knowledge of medicinal plants. Herbal remedies, known as lawen, are typically stored 

in plastic bottles and given by machis to their patients after a diagnosis that usually 

involves observations of urine samples, willentun, and ulutun, a ritual consisting in 

prayers, music and massages (Bacigalupo 2007:33). Shamanic practices exemplify what 

was explained to me in Spanish as “knowledge from nature”.  

      In conversations in Spanish the term nature (naturaleza Sp.) is generally voiced in 

discourses on self-determination centred on the ideals of profound respect (respeto Sp. 

yawen Map.) towards natural resources. In conversations about Mapuche ecology, the 

relation between Mapuche people and their physical surroundings, described as 
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”nature”, is conceptualised in terms of an harmonious engagement and the intimate 

understanding of natural phenomena. The term “nature” is absent in Mapudungun. 

Mapuche scholars have proposed alternative terms to explain the Mapuche notion of the 

physical world. Ixo fill mogen (Maureira and Quidel 2003) and fillke Mogen (Millalén 

2006), roughly translatable as “all the different forms of life” have been used as 

synonyms for biodiversity (biodiversidad Sp.) to illustrate the fact that a host of non-

human beings hold significant roles and importance in Mapuche cosmology. Arguably 

the difficulty in translating the word nature in Mapudungun is a further indication of the 

difference between Mapuche and Western cosmologies, in which the term nature 

implies the divide between humans and non-human space (see Descola and Palsson 

1996, and Ingold 2000). The most substantial example of the perceived engagement 

between Mapuche people and their physical surroundings is kimün, the inherently 

Mapuche form of knowledge and wisdom. 

       Kimün is a Mapudungun term commonly translated as wisdom (sabiduria Sp.) and 

knowledge (conocimiento Sp.). It is a ubiquitous term in publications by Mapuche 

intellectuals and organisations and it is often evoked to represent the totality of 

Mapuche understanding of the word. One recurring way in which alterity with the 

winka (non-Mapuche) is articulated centres around the idea that Mapuche have their 

own vision of the cosmo (cosmovision in Sp.), and consequently their own way of 

knowing the physical world. Kimün encompasses different domains of Mapuche 

wisdom. Kimün could be prescient knowledge, as events can also be known through 

dreams (pewma) and day-dreaming visions known as perimontun (Maureira and Quidel 

2003). of most significance here is the fact that kimün primarily emerges as knowledge 

of the environment. People with exquisite knowledge of the physical surroundings are 

highly valorised and thought to possess kimün. Further, this form of knowledge is 

indeed understood by the Mapuche people as the result of observations of all natural 

phenomena, and was often explained by my informants as knowledge derived “from 

nature”. A common explanatory model presupposes that elder people (fütakeche) are 

expected to transmit knowledge (kimün) to the youth (wekeche), through suggestions 

and recommendations known as gülam (Millalén 2007:25, Maureira and Quidel 2003).  

     Although this model is rarely made explicit by Mapuche residents, during my stay at 

Reducción Contreras I was often reminded how knowledge of natural resources and 

their use are always transmitted through generations. In particular, this form of 
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knowledge is thought to be inherited from primordial times. The teachings of the 

ancestors are taken in great consideration, especially regarding the state of the animals 

and the potential uses of plants and herbs.40 During one of my first days of work with 

my hosts I was told by Miguel that ancient Mapuche knew their physical surrounding so 

well that everything was thought to have a specific use. As a cricket landed on the 

oxcart, my host added that even these insects are known for their medicinal properties. 

Their legs can be pounded and given to the animals that do not properly urinate, thus 

avoiding further diseases. The primordial connotation of kimün is not only a feature of 

the present, but seems to run through different historical periods. For instance, in the 

cacique Pascual Coña’s memoirs dating from the beginning of the 20th century, the kuyfi 

ta che, the people of the past, “could name the stars that shine in the firmament, the 

birds that fly in the sky, the animals that go around the earth and the different types of 

insects, even the fishes that swim in the rivers and the sea” (1984:78).     

       Similar accounts of the importance of each element of the environment for the life 

and work of the Mapuche are common. The moon (küyen Map.), for instance, is a 

determining factor in farming, although younger generations seem more sceptical about 

its significance. My host Liscan once explained the importance of looking at lunar 

phases: “ancient Mapuche were not educated, but they knew everything about nature. 

They knew that with a crescent moon (luna creciente Sp.) they should not till the land 

because plants would grow in height without properly attaching their roots to the 

ground. Animals were also not castrated because they would lose too much blood, wood 

was not to be cut because trees would fall. The waning moon (luna menguante Sp.) 

always brings the best period to work the land. If you have water in the first day of the 

waning moon there will be rain for eight days”41. The large ngillatun rituals, whose 

main function was described to me during fieldwork as the way Mapuche ask divine 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
40        Ecological studies on the selective gathering of botanical resources also confirm the 
sophisticated knowledge of their environment by Mapuche neighbours (Citarella 1995 and Ladio 
and Lozada 2001).  

41        The association of moon with fertility is reflected in the belief in Meli kuyen, the four gods 
of the moon, who influence animal and human procreation and plant germination (Grebe, 
Pacheco, Segura 1972:62 and Bacigalupo 2007:47). Lunar deities are generally unknown in my 
area of study.  
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intercession for all their needs, are generally celebrated in the days of full or waning 

moon in order to ensure a good upcoming harvest.  

     As seen so far, knowledge of and from nature or kimün is regarded as the inheritance 

of the ancestors. Specifically Mapuche see their customary knowledge not only as the 

result of observations of the natural phenomena learned and transmitted since 

primordial times, but also as a form of respect (Sp. respeto, Map. yewen) towards the 

environment. It is worth considering what respect means in this context. Throughout my 

stay in Reducción Contreras I was reminded that respect is a fundamental value among 

the Mapuche. Respect is intended as a value that permeates relations with both human 

and non-human beings. It was explained to me that respect is paid through the 

acknowledgement of kin relations with the interlocutor or by respecting oral agreements 

of various kinds. For instance the use of the term chedkui, meaning both son-in-law and 

brother-in-law, is considered a respectful act. Respect also extends to non-human 

beings. My host Liscan gave one example in particular to illustrate this notion: “the 

ancient ones (los antiguos Sp.) always asked for permission before cutting a tree”. The 

ritualised request of permission to extract wood is generally associated with the 

connotation of the Mapuche as guardians of their environment. The attribution of 

spiritual power to natural phenomena seems consistent with this suggestion. Let us 

clarify this point by briefly turning to the role of spirit masters in the Mapuche’s 

relations to their physical surroundings. 

      Ngen are spirit masters believed to own places and natural resources. Various ngen 

inhabit the world or Mapu, the ontological level between Wenumapu (land of above) 

and the Minchemapu (land of below) that is also occupied by humans and animals 

(Foerster 1993:131 and Grebe, Pacheco and Segura 1992). Trees, water and hills are all 

commonly believed to be owned by a ngen. While each individual element (a specific 

tree or a watercourse for instance) is supposed to be controlled by a spirit master, doubt 

persists on whether or not each being has its own master or if a ngen is in control of all 

beings of the same type (Course 2005:74). Origins of ngen spirits are uncertain. One 

myth, for instance, tells of the contemporary creation of all ngen by the main divinity, 

chao Ngenechen with the purpose of controlling and protecting all things. Ngenwinkul 

(owner of the hill), ngenkura42 (owner of the stone) and ngenkürrëf (owner of the wind) 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
42       Sacred stones used to be found in large numbers across Southern Chile (Guevara 
1910:551). Today one of them, Piedra Santa, has become a large shrine and Mapuche from 
various communities congregate around it on the feast day of Saint Sebastian, the 20th of 
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are some of the many spirit masters (Grebe 1993:59). The master spirits are not 

organised in a hierarchical pantheon, although their presence and impact on the lives of 

humans vary across different areas. In fact only a few spirit masters tend to appear in 

local accounts and the primary role of the ngenko, the master of water, seems to indicate 

the cosmological primacy of this natural element, as will be discussed in the Section 

Two of this chapter. 

       The question of whether or not ngen spirits testify to the animist nature of Mapuche 

religiosity or whether they should be regarded as the expression of one divine power is 

complex. Ngenechen, sometimes referred as Chao Ngenechen and Chao Dios, is the 

primary deity among the Mapuche. Throughout my fieldwork my informants 

consistently equated this deity with the Christian God, stating that it is the same deity 

translated in different words, and prayed to differently during Catholic and customary 

Mapuche ceremonies. The role of Ngenechen in relation to spirit masters has generated 

diverse interpretations among ethnographers. For Faron (1964:50) ngenche is regarded 

as the Supreme Being and Lord of the Mapuche, which occupies a privileged position in 

the pantheon. Bacigalupo (2007:46-50), meanwhile, has suggested that the quadripartite 

representation of the Mapuche cosmos is coherent with the four divine persona of 

Ngenechen, as Old Man, Old Woman, Young Man and Young Woman, which finds its 

visual expression in the kultrün drum played during rituals.  

    Course (2005:73-74) has approached the question of the ngen spirits from a different 

angle, by contextualising their role in the life of humans (che Map.) within a discussion 

of mind-body dualism in Amerindian thought. In particular he argues that the existence 

of non-human spirits with the ability to act socially reveals an understanding of 

personhood, according to which physicality is not a sufficient condition for the 

acknowledgement of a real person. Spirit masters are endowed with sociality, but they 

are not considered people because they lack physical features. Similarly humans who 

are not able to act socially, such as drunk people and infants, are not recognised as che, 

���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ����������
January. This sacred rock (ngenkura Map.) is believed to be an intermediary between human 
and Chao Dios. Offerings including the sacrifice of chickens and Catholic ex-votos, are left 
around this sacred site to attain divine intercession (Schindler 2006).�
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people, inasmuch as the fulfilment of capacities for sociality is a necessary condition for 

personhood. 

     Having briefly reviewed the main features of spirit masters we can infer that in 

contemporary Mapuche society the main deity Ngenechen coexists with powerful and 

yet unpredictable spirit masters. These spiritual entities exist in numerous Amerindian 

groups and their role is subject to heterogeneous interpretations by members of these 

societies (see Viveiros de Castro 1998, Whitehead 2002 and Kohn 2007). Among the 

Mapuche the behaviour of ngen spirits is thought to be unpredictable and their presence 

is often associated with inexplicable events and even future tragedies. This is the case of 

the spirit master of water, ngenko, who is thought to inhabit the Quino river around 

Reducción Contreras and, as will be clarified in the next section of this chapter, is 

associated with future tragedies. Generally failures to properly address the master spirits 

of the trees are believed to cause future misfortunes (Course 2005:73-74). Rather than 

categorising the presence of ngen spirits as an example of animist cult, it seems more 

constructive for the scope of the present discussion to refer to local interpretations on 

the presence of these spirits. For my informants the ritualised permission to cut trees, 

which is no longer common in Reducción Contreras with the exception of the 

extractions of branches and leaves of canelo tree and laurel used for rituals, exemplifies 

the idea of respect (respeto Sp. yawen Map.) towards natural resources.  

     Both the knowledge of and from nature, framed in the idiom of kimün and customary 

respect towards the physical surroundings exemplified by the role of ngen spirits as 

custodians, suggest the significance of Mapuche environmental values for modes of 

subsistence. A rich anthropological discussion of environmental values has illustrated 

the resilience of local cosmologies in framing human-environmental relations (Descola 

1996 and Ingold 2000). Veronica Strang (1997) has illustrated the complex relation 

between environmental values and cultural landscape in rural Australia, by focusing on 

differences between white cattle-ranchers and local aboriginal communities. The 

premise of this work is that human-environmental interactions are the expression of 

cultural values that “recur consistently through a range of interconnected cultural forms, 

that acting upon each other, maintain a coherent pattern of value; and that in the 

articulation with a range of universal human imperatives and ecological pressures, this 

pattern of value creates a particular ‘mode’ of interaction with the environment” (Strang 

1997:6).  
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       Strang’s focus on environmental values draws attention to the profound differences 

between whitemen and indigenous people in articulating local landscapes and human-

environmental relations according to existing cosmological concerns. Nonetheless, the 

correspondence between environmental values and engagement with the physical 

surroundings might work better as an analytic framework than the description of the 

current modes of livelihood of indigenous people. The challenges brought by land 

scarcity and environmental degradation in indigenous areas invite us to rethink the role 

of environmental values in guiding economic practices. Cosmological concerns in other 

domains of social life and the adoption of agricultural practices and crops that are not 

only imported from elsewhere, but potentially at odds with customary values, have a 

profound impact on the ways human-environmental relations are articulated by 

indigenous people. 

     In the Mapuche case the model of environmental values presented so far needs to be 

probletimised by looking at contiguous cosmological concerns. In particular, the 

significance of tuwün is reflected in the ideal objective to preserve the productivity of 

the place of origins, which is physically limited as the result of the historical process of 

land loss and the institutionalisation of the reducción system. This concern creates a 

dilemma. While the valorisation of customary respect and knowledge of the physical 

surroundings reflects the desire to ensure the fertility of the tuwün, invasive and 

disrespectful agricultural practices adopted from the winkas are necessary in order to 

ensure economic survival in the countryside and not detach oneself from one’s own 

tuwün. Before looking at the implications of this dilemma, we can ethnographically 

explicate how Mapuche environmental values and articulations on the role of the farmer 

respond to the concern over tuwün and its protection.  

 

3.2.2 Protection and ownership: representations of farming  

 

 

    In the next paragraphs Mapuche articulations of their relation with the physical 

surrounding will be reviewed in order to contextualise notions of caring and nurturing 

of the land within the cosmological concern for tuwün. To facilitate this task I will 

contextualise Mapuche representations of farming within the general features of 

different modes of relating to the environment. Descola (1996) has proposed a 
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categorisation of different kinds of relationship between humans and their 

environments. Reciprocity is based on a strict equivalence between humans and non-

humans. In this case the cosmos is thought of as finite and in constant balance, since 

food procurement through hunting is compensated by transformation of dead humans 

into game animals. In kinds of relationship humans and non-humans are substitutes for 

one another and they contribute jointly by their reciprocal exchanges to the general 

equilibrium of the cosmos (Descola 1996:89).  

    For the Makuna of the Colombian Amazon, human predation is seen as a revitalising 

exchange with nature (Århem 1996). Among Amazonian hunter-gatherers predation is 

also a common value. In this case non-humans are thought to share human attributes, 

but no exchange takes place. Rather, reciprocal predation occurs between human and 

non-humans, who are thought to take revenge for food procurement (Århem 1996:90). 

The idiom of protection is instead characterised by the principle that a wide range of 

non-humans are dependent upon humans for their reproduction and well-being. More 

specifically “the bond of dependency is often reciprocal and somewhat utilitarian, as the 

protection of non-humans usually ensures beneficial effects” (Descola 1996:91).  

     The kind of relationship based on protection is the most closely related to Mapuche 

society. Instances of this form of relationship can be generally found among agricultural 

and pastoralist groups. Protection extends to a wide range of interactions with the 

environment, including contemporary conservationist movements, according to which 

preservation of other species rests solely on human action. In interaction between 

humans and animals, protection is closely associated with the idiom of domestication. 

As suggested by Ingold, while among hunter-gatherers reciprocity, mutual trust and 

coexistence are the main features of the animal-human interaction, domination is the 

main idiom among pastoralists: “in the world of the hunter, animals [...] are supposed to 

care, to the extent of lying down their lives for humans by allowing themselves to be 

taken. They retain, however, full control over their own destiny. Under pastoralism, that 

control has been relinquished to humans” (2000:72). Domination does not imply an 

ontological divide between humans and animals, but rather a coexistence based on the 

higher hierarchical status of humans. Among the Mapuche figurative representations of 

the relationship between humans and nature are also centred on the role of the farmer as 

carer of both land and domesticated species. Ultimately the growth of husbandry and 
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crops is dependent on the activities of the farmer. We may turn to two examples to 

clarify this point.  

      Protection and constant care of the land is expressed through metaphors centred on 

the role of the farmer as a paternal figure. During my stay in Reducción Contreras I 

encountered numerous anecdotes and expressions corroborating this general point. In 

one occasion, while tilling the soil around potatoes soon to be harvested, my host 

Liscanpointed at a group of potatoes that were remarkably smaller than the rest. “See, 

those are papa wuncha. It means that they are orphans, just like those children who have 

been neglected and grew up by themselves”. Liscan added that these potatoes (papa in 

Spanish) will probably not endure through the winter. The reason is that they had not 

been sowed properly a few months earlier and that they probably grew up too close to 

other potatoes, thus lacking sufficient water and nutrients. As described by Ingold, 

metaphors centred around education and growth are employed to define the role of the 

farmer in numerous social contexts: “the work that people do in such activities as field 

clearance, fencing, planting, weeding and so on, or in tending their livestock does not 

literally make plants and animals, but rather established the environmental conditions 

for their growth and development” (2000:87).  

     The second example points to a significant feature of the idiom of protection. 

Success in agricultural production rests mainly on human abilities to care for and assist 

in the growth of crops and domesticated species. Among the Mapuche oxen and cows 

are significant sources of subsistence and are subject to constant care and scrutiny by 

their owners. The proper growth of oxen necessitates the intervention of the owner. The 

process of instruction is especially long, as younger oxen need to be disciplined in the 

transport of carts and sickles. Typically young oxen are paired with elder ones in order 

to learn the tricks of the profession. I often accompanied my host Liscanwith his oxcart 

while training a young ox he had recently bought. At first he pointed at the mistakes of 

the trainee who was unable to advance simultaneously with the older oxen. In those 

cases he would yell and pinch the animal with a stick. As time passed by, Liscandrew 

my attention to the constant improvement of the young oxen, that would soon be able to 

carry out tasks individually. Similarly to the description of the “orphan potato”, the 

relationship between domesticated animals and humans is articulated through analogies 

with human sociality, such as the role of father and teacher ascribed to the farmer.  
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      Protection of the land implies preservation of nearby forests, rotation of different 

types of cereals to minimise soil impoverishment and the purchase of expensive 

nutrients and anti-parasitics. As explained to me by Liscán, all these actions are part of 

the reciprocal relation between land and the farmer.  “We have to care for the land and 

protect it. If we leave it unattended, land will not give us anything”. While reciprocity is 

conceptualised as an essential feature of the farmer-land relation, land is not a natural 

element endowed with volition and the ability to engage with human beings. In 

particular, the role of the farmer as protector and carer of his physical surrounding is 

related to the idea that land among the Mapuche is a substance susceptible to human 

intervention, care and ownership. Contrary to other Andean societies, land is not 

associated with a supernatural power. In rural sectors in the Bolivian and Peruvian 

highlands the cult of the earth mother Pachamama involve ritualised offerings before 

cultivation and during sowing, and the request of permission to dig canals. The position 

of Pachamana in the Andean pantheon is not clear, and while this deity is generally 

associated with images of motherhood and fertility, its ambivalent connotation among 

rural indigenous people as both generous and mean, is subject to more benevolent 

interpretations among the urban middle class (Harris 2000:207-219)43.  

     The ambiguous nature of Pachamama across the Andean highlands reflects a general 

tendency in Amerindian societies towards master spirits associated with natural 

resources that are benevolent, and yet also potentially threatening. Among the Mapuche 

there is no master spirit associated with land, although most natural resources are 

associated with a specific ngen spirit. As previously discussed, the volition of ngen 

spirits is a relevant factor in the extraction of natural resources such as trees. The 

ritualised permission to extract resources are customarily directed to ngen spirits in 

order to avoid negative repercussions. The fact that no spirit masters are associated with 

land seems to further confirm that care and protection of land rests primarily on human 

agency, as highlighted by representations of farming discussed earlier. 

        In numerous indigenous societies the role of the farmer is framed in terms of 

protection of the land. The idiom of custodianship informs belonging and entitlement to 

specific tracts of land, a phenomenon that is susceptible to misinterpretation as property 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
43       The expression mother land (ñuke mapu Map.) can be found in the writings of indigenous 
organisations, but its use in the rural area seems relatively rare.  
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(Humphrey and Verdery 2004:12). This general point is also reflected in Mapuche 

articulations of their relation to the land which is described in terms of respect rather 

than exploitation, a phenomenon associated with nearby winka landowners. During my 

stay in Reducción Contreras, this point was explained to me on numerous occasions. 

Nonetheless, this general idea of custodianship needs to be further contextualised within 

the specific concerns of Mapuche people and their historical trajectories. My argument 

is that notions of custodianship and protection associated with farming are ultimately 

derived from the desire to endure in one’s tuwün. Accordingly values associated with 

custodianship of land are better understood within the significance of geographically 

identifiable ancestral land rather than a generalised respect towards natural resources. 

This point is further reflected in the moral obligation to preserve family owned land for 

future generations. The local ethnography clearly illustrates the relation between 

custodianship and the significance of autochthony.   

      During my stay in rural Southern Chile I participated in numerous conversations in 

which Mapuche residents remarked on their resilience in preserving their land for future 

generations. It was often explained to me that the enormous difficulties associated with 

subsistence farming were ultimately worth if residents were able to sustain their 

families and thus avoid migration to the cities. During my stay in Reducción Contreras I 

only heard residents speaking about the benefits of moving to the town on a few 

occasions. In contrast, numerous conversations portrayed migration away from the 

Indigenous Community as a painful necessity, since life in town or city is 

unconditionally associated with criminality and discrimination. Similarly, many 

residents believe that care of their lots and agricultural work can provide children and 

grandchildren with the chance to live in the community along with their kin members. 

In this sense, participation in land claims is often justified through the image of an ideal 

future, in which a prosperous community can be the home for the young. As Patricio 

remarked during a community meeting, “I am old now, but I am proud to be part of this 

struggle [for land], because one day I will be able to say that I have left something for 

my grandchildren”.  

     Resistance to selling land properties reflects the desire to both live in and preserve 

existing lots. Land is ultimately conceived as a necessary base for life, and its loss is 

associated with disruptive consequences for the entire family. As seen in Chapter 2, 

accounts of local residents who have decided to sell their land reinforce this perception. 
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Land loss is thus regarded not only as an economic failure, but also as a social 

predicament with profound consequences on family relations. Sale of land can cause not 

only migration to the town, but also disputes within the same family. Members of 

Indigenous Communities who reside in urban centres also regard the sale of land as an 

unsound choice because it jeopardises the possibility of them and their progeny 

returning to their community. Detachment from one’s place of origins, which is often 

caused by difficulties in agricultural production, implies the loss of one’s condition of 

rootedness, which potentially defines the individual and distinguishes Mapuche people 

from the uprooted winkas.  

    As seen so far, notions associated with ownership and custodianship of land among 

the Mapuche are best understood within the general concern for tuwün and its 

preservation for future generations. Environmental values centred on notions of respect 

and protection are strictly related to the moral obligation to ensure the endurance of the 

place of origins, which was cared for by the “ancient ones”, for future generations. The 

significance of tuwün, however, which informs the aspiration to endure in the place of 

origins, presents an apparent incongruity that the rest of this chapter will attempt to 

illustrate. In order to be Mapuche, which implies the preservation and endurance in the 

tuwün, winka practices that contradict the values of the “ancient ones” need to be 

adopted.  Accordingly, the following paragraphs will address the main questions posed 

by the relation between values associated with the ancestry and the challenges of the 

present characterised by land shortage. How can tuwün be preserved while at the same 

time being exploited? Can knowledge of nature inherited by the ancestors be significant, 

when machinery and techniques used by powerful estate owners or gringos prove more 

effective? These questions will not find a definite answer, as everyday engagement with 

the physicality of the tuwün requires a constant and shifting mediation between the need 

to protect it and the need to live in it.   

 

3.2.3 The limited land:  learning from the ancient ones and the gringos 

 

      The previous subsection has shown how the need to protect the space of the tuwün is 

reflected in environmental values associated with the ancestry. However there is one 

remarkable difference between the way current residents and the ancestors related to the 
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place of origins: access to land. The main consequence of the institution of the 

reducción at the turn of the 19th century was the imposition of collective titles of 

property (Titulos de Merded) that limited access to land for the entire Mapuche 

population. The consequences of land shortage were augmented dramatically by 

population growth and as a result rates of migration towards urban centres increased 

consistently. To paraphrase Foster (1965), land within reducciónes is seen as a limited 

good by Mapuche residents. Egalitarian tendencies exemplified by the ubiquitous 

presence of envy in rural communities reflect a worldview in which all good things - 

including land, wealth and love - exist in finite quantities, such that gains are always at 

the expense of others (Foster 1965:269). The notion of a limited good is meaningful 

among the Mapuche only if one considers the historical contingency of the reducción. 

Specifically the past of each Indigenous Community is imagined as a time of wealth and 

abundance, which contrasts with a present in which the image of limited good is 

appropriate.  

     The limitations of the reducción are essentially practical because for most Mapuche 

residents there is simply no possibility to extend their land properties. In most cases 

Mapuche communities such as Reducción Contreras are surrounded by non-indigenous 

agricultural estates, whose land is considerably more expansive than Mapuche land. 

Mapuche people are unable to buy land from agricultural estates due to their scarce 

economic resources and the unwillingness of estate owners to sell small sections of their 

property. Expansion of land within the reducción is unlikely given the reluctance of 

local residents to sell their lots. The reasons here are both practical and ideological. As 

prescribed by the 1993 Indigenous Law, transference of land within Indigenous 

Communities is only possible among indigenous people. Accordingly, prices are so low 

that the economic benefits of selling land are not evident. Residents living in urban 

centres, therefore, prefer to leave their properties to close relatives or exploit them 

through sharecropping agreements. Furthermore, the sale of land is also associated with 

the feared loss of tuwün and its consequences on the individual.   

     Land scarcity poses numerous problems to Mapuche farmers and economic 

restrictions can ultimately lead to migration away from the community. One major 

response to the challenges of land scarcity is constant attention to detail. Significant 

phases, such as tilling, need to be carefully planned, as they require coordination with 

machine owners in order to be carried out during the appropriate weather conditions. 
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Fences are closely examined and fixed with new poles and lines of barbed wire in order 

to prevent animals from grazing in planted fields. Animals, especially cows, need to be 

closely examined for the onset of diseases and are routinely fed with oats and taken to 

water sources during the summer. Significant to the scope of the present discussion, 

limited access to land is associated with overexploitation, as fallowing is no longer 

possible and animals are forced to graze in small parcels. Soil impoverishment has 

become a pressing issue, and in order to ensure productivity on agricultural land which 

has lost much of its fertility in the last fifty years, more invasive techniques need to be 

adopted. 

   

      This spiralling effect has led to the adoption of agricultural techniques and strategies 

which are generally considered to be adoptions from the winkas. During my first weeks 

in rural Southern Chile I often asked to Mapuche residents whether or not there are 

discernible differences in the ways winkas and Mapuche people carry out their 

agricultural tasks. My assumption was primarily informed by readings on ngen spirit 

masters, notions of custodianship and discourses on the symbiotic relation between 

Mapuche people and their land. The residents of Reducción Contreras quickly corrected 

me and confirmed that there was no such a thing as Mapuche agriculture. The only 

differences concern access to technologies and other means that could improve 

agricultural production. Non-Mapuche landowners - who include powerful estate 

owners, the parceleros, and the beneficiaries of the 1967-1973 agrarian reform and their 

heirs - are able to invest resources into the purchase of machinery and nutrients that 

increase production. 

 

       While agricultural techniques are considered essentially the same between winka 

and Mapuche, a fundamental problem associated with farming is exclusive to Mapuche 

society. The significance of tuwün is reflected in the negative connotation of 

uprootedness and mobility. The draw towards the place of origins along with limited 

access to land, however, is also seen as a limitation on the economic activities of 

Mapuche residents. Ortencia, a resident from Reducción Contreras, rejected the idea of 

an inherently Mapuche farming during a conversation with me. Nonetheless, she 

highlighted the essential difference between winka, concerning the rooted nature of 

Mapuche people and its implications on farming and other economic activities: “the 

Mapuche have their own place, while winkas can leave their towns or fields whenever 
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they want. We would like to live off our land, but we have to work for a patrón [the 

estate owner] or ask for the help of the State”. Similar concepts are described for the 

kind of winkas who are landowners, and therefore able to sell or rent their land to focus 

on other activities, as is the case for most of the estate owners who currently live in 

nearby towns or the capital Santiago. My informants often insisted that gringos, estate 

owners who descended from European settlers, are interested in their land only in 

economic terms and the prospect of profit would encourage them to sell their properties. 

Accounts of the heirs of wealthy landowners who could not run their properties properly 

and sold them soon after receiving their inheritance, are numerous.  

 

       As seen so far, the significance of tuwün is reflected in the way people speak about 

their physical surroundings, and more generally their relationship to it. Relations with 

the environment that are commonly ascribed to the “ancient ones” are valued by current 

residents for their qualities of respect, knowledge and protection of natural resource. 

However these values are also understood as inheritance from a different time when 

resources were abundant. Accordingly residents in Reducción Contreras not only long 

for customary relations to the environment, but are also highly critical of them. As 

explained by Francisca, a resident of the community, the mentality of the ”ancient ones” 

was characterised by a lack of concern for their future: “Ancient Mapuche were not 

accustomed to think about their future, they were living for the day. Nobody was 

thinking about saving crops for the winter”.  

 

     Francisca went on to describe harvests in the first decades of the 19th century. Juan 

Contreras was a wealthy resident and the only owner of machinery in the reducción. He 

participated in half-share agreements with those residents who owned land, but lacked 

tools and a sufficient labour force in his household: “A few days after the harvest, many 

residents who were working for him during the harvest used to come to his house and 

ask for more bags of wheat. In the meantime, they had sold all the cereals assigned to 

them and used it all for the celebrations that followed the harvest”. Francisca finished 

the account by pointing out that some elder members still have that mentality and 

instead of investing energy and money in preparing for the harvest, they leave their lots 

for grazing. 
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      This representation of the “ancient ones” is echoed in numerous other accounts on 

their life. One explanation points at the inherently Mapuche sociality, discussed in 

Chapter 2, which consists of frequent visits to households and consumption of wine, a 

practice that can also be associated with the use of social security payments for wine 

drinking in more recent years (Course 2005:57). The other reason relates to the fact that 

saving agricultural products and money was not a concern in the past when land was 

abundant and fertile. Generations of Mapuche residents had to learn to invest their 

energy and economic resources extremely carefully as a result of the economic 

restraints imposed by land shortage. This leads to the central point of this chapter, 

which is the necessary mediation between those values and knowledge associated with 

the “ancient ones” and the more invasive practices of the winkas, which are both 

necessary in order to endure in the place of origins while attempting to protect it.  

   

     This circumstance was eloquently explained to me by my host Liscán, while 

discussing how risks are taken in agricultural production: “on the one hand, we know 

everything from our ancestors, but on the other, we also imitate the rich people (los 

ricos Sp.)”. In this case the rich people are the nearby estate owners, who brought 

technologies and machineries to the Chilean countryside. Experiences of working in the 

nearby fundos has inspired many Mapuche farmers to adopt some of the techniques and 

machinery seen in the agricultural estates. In various households in Reducción 

Contreras machinery from the 1960s, such as wooden threshing machines and harrows, 

can be found that were bought from nearby estates when they were replaced by more 

modern equipment.  

 

    The imitation of the “rich ones” extends to all sorts of agricultural activities, 

however. As in many other rural communities, the “safety-first” principle (Scott 1976) 

is observable in numerous strategies aiming at minimizing risks and ensuring a good 

outcome for crops and livestock. For instances choices of types of grains to be sowed 

are often dependent on tendencies of the market, and only when grains are proved to be 

successful in the nearby fundo will Mapuche farmers also be keen to try the new 

species. The desired adoption of agricultural innovations is reflected in engagement 

with governmental agencies specialised in educational and development programmes 

for agricultural production, such as INDAP (Instituto de Desarrollo Agropecuario), 
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despite the Mapuche people's suspicious of all institutions associated with the winkas 

and the Chilean state. 

 

      The mediation between the powerful technologies of the winkas and the valued 

knowledge of physical surroundings inherited from the “ancient ones” reflects the 

context of continuity with the ancestry among the Mapuche. As illustrated in Chapter 2 

the significance of the place of origins is mediated by the rootedness of one’s descent 

and yet coexists with perceptions of both desired and longed for distance with the 

“ancient ones”. Generally, farming is the arena in which continuity with the ancestry is 

contextualised within present concerns. In particular, engagement with the physical 

surrounding offers the opportunity to remember and assess customary knowledge and, 

more generally, modes of relations to the physical surroundings inherited from the 

ancestors. As posited by Tim Ingold (2000:147), among indigenous people traditional 

knowledge is not simply an inventory of transmitted items that are stored in memory. 

Ultimately transmitted knowledge is remembered and put to practice not through 

precise replicas of past performances, but rather as a skilled response to changes and 

modifications in the environment. Similarly, for Paul Richards (1993) local agricultural 

knowledge must be seen as a set of time and context-specific improvisational capacities 

rather than a coherent indigenous knowledge system, as suggested by earlier 

ethnographic works aimed at recording indigenous knowledge. 

 

   As seen earlier in this section, the teachings of the ancestors are highly valued and are 

thought to be inherited by the current dwellers.  Nonetheless, the valorisation of 

customary knowledge of physical surroundings known as kimün coexists with its critical 

assessment by current residents. Land shortage acts as a historical divide, according to 

which traditional knowledge and attitudes towards the physical surroundings belonged 

to a time characterised by abundance that was interrupted by the institution of 

reducciónes. Land shortage has implied the adoption of more invasive forms of 

agriculture that are susceptible to critiques and yet necessarily carried out by current 

residents. Similarly an increasing number of residents decide to exploit their properties 

through sharecropping agreements with machine owners who are generally winkas from 

nearby rural areas. This is a common option, especially among older residents whose 
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sons have migrated to urban centres and are not physically able to work long hours44. 

This strategy has the benefit of minimising risks, but it is considered negatively because 

it results in smaller profits. Most importantly, as explained by my informants, 

sharecroppers employ invasive fertilisers and herbicides to improve annual gains, thus 

potentially increasing soil impoverishment.  

 

      For my informants the lack of concern for the state of the land among Chilean 

sharecroppers does not exclusively depend on the particularity of this work agreement, 

but is a dominant characteristic of the winkas. Their mobility and nomadic way of life is 

believed to influence their fundamental relationship with the environment. As Lorenzo 

once told me, “the winkas can sell their land and go away, they don't take care of it”. 

The lack of place that characterises non-Mapuche is ultimately reflected in their 

practices, which are nonetheless adopted by winka farmers. The relation between local 

environmental knowledge and concern over the protection of the tuwün ultimately 

illustrates the saliency of the link between Mapuche people and their land. This relation 

emerges as more than a symbolic correspondence if we follow Latour´s suggestion that 

society is composed by human and non-human components that are intertwined in 

multiple relations (2005b). Accordingly, the link between Mapuche people and ancestral 

land is reflected in the ability, upon which local knowledge is predicated, to trace 

relations between heterogeneous elements, such as local residents, physical features in 

the landscape, spiritual beings and animals. 

 

      Winkas are also part of the complex network that constitutes local knowledge, as 

they are conceptualised according to differences in their relation with the land. In his 

analysis of claims of difference between Corsican and outsiders based on the local 

relation with the island, Candea (2010) has proposed that fires are the occasion for both 

enlisting entities across different scales and reinforce difference with non-Corsicans. 

Difference between islanders and outsiders, such as tourists, is ultimately strengthened 

by local knowledge that frames ideas about insiderness: “difference, even radical 

difference, emerges out of everyone doing the same kind of thing – but doing it to each 

other, rather than doing it together” (ibid 212). Among the Mapuche, reflections upon 

agriculture do something similar. They reinforce local belonging through the ability to 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
44     Stuchlik (1976) has provided a rich ethnographic account on halfshare in the 1970s. 
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trace links among residents and non-human features of the local landscape and 

contribute to the articulation of alterity with the placeless winkas. I contend, however, 

that such a process is not only centred on the insider-outsider construction of difference, 

but also implicates the ´ancient ones` and their ´respect` and ´knowledge` towards the 

physical surroundings, which finds little consonance with the present of the Indigenous 

Community. 

 

      Land shortage and the desire to endure in one’s place of origins compels the 

Mapuche farmer to mediate between customary relations with the environment, centred 

on protection of the tuwün, and the adoption of winka agricultural practices and 

technologies that allow the exploitation and thus endurance in the place of origins. The 

practical engagement of Mapuche farmers with customary knowledge and 

environmental values, which I have presented in this section, suggests that it is 

appropriate to rethink the commitment to conservation among traditional people. This 

notion is indeed a reflection of environmental discourses on indigenous people 

worldwide, who are often described in terms of ecological sustainability and harmony 

with their physical surroundings (Carneiro da Cunha and de Almeida 2000 and Nadasdy 

2006). The image of the “ecologically noble savage” (Redford 1991) has arguably 

provided an interpretation of modes of subsistence among indigenous people which is 

bound to underplay the complexity of their human-environmental relations. 

 

      In this section I have not questioned the existence of environmental values among 

Mapuche people. Rather, I have contextualised the Mapuche “respect” towards their 

physical surroundings within the intrinsic cosmological concern over tuwün. 

Commitment to conservation can be better understood as protection of ancestral land, 

rather than as an ecological conscience of the kind certain environmentalist discourses 

extend to all indigenous people. Furthermore I have focused on the tension between 

customary values towards the physical surroundings and agriculturalist practices which 

seems to contradict them, by looking at the frail balance between the need to protect the 

tuwün and the necessity of exploiting it. In the following paragraphs, I will 

contextualise the relation between customary values and knowledge and the 

intensification of agricultural production discussed so far, within local experiences of 

landscape. In particular, drawing on Ingold’s suggestion that “ways of acting in the 

environment are also ways of perceiving it” (2000:9), section 3 will focus on the 
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relation between local landscapes and the history of land use. In particular, perceptions 

of the landscape reflect the simultaneous loss of land fertility and customary values 

towards the environment. This sense of loss clearly indicates the problematic nature of 

the need to protect the place of origins, while simultaneously exploiting it. 

 

 

3.3 Landscape, environmental values and the frailty of tuwün 

 

3.3.1 Water and land degradation  

 

     As highlighted by numerous anthropological contributions to the study of landscape, 

this cultural process is better understood as a dynamic relation between the observer-

dweller and his physical surrounding (Ingold 1993, Hirsch 1995, Bender 2002). 

Representations and images associated with local landscapes are necessarily embedded 

in local history. As eloquently suggested by Bender, “landscape is time materializing: 

landscapes, like time, never stand still (2002:103). Landscapes imply the experience of 

human intervention on the physical surroundings and its consequences. In the previous 

chapter I addressed the relationship between memory and landscape by focusing on 

ancestral sites. Anthropological research has generally devoted attention to the role of 

landscapes in evoking images of the past by looking at concrete and specific places such 

as burial grounds, commemorative architecture, urban planning and sites associated 

with mythic accounts (see Basso 1996, Kuchler 1993, Morphy 1995 and Stewart and 

Strathern 2003). In this section I will look at materialisation of the past in the 

landscapes by focusing on diachronic patterns in land use. The premise of this argument 

is that memories of the past emerge in the local landscape through practical engagement 

with the physical surroundings. In the case of the rural landscape of Mapuche 

communities, conversations about the local surroundings centred on land degradation 

reflect the decline in environmental values.  

      The role of landscape in visually framing the relation between the dweller and his or 

her physical surroundings illustrates how this cultural process is not merely a form of 

representation. Rather, landscapes constitute the space where everyday experiences and 
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practical engagement with the local surroundings are articulated in relation to images 

and memories of the past. Landscapes can thus strengthen perceptions of continuity and 

disruption with the ancient inhabitants of a local area. As eloquently posited by Ingold, 

“the landscape is constituted as an enduring record of - and testimony to - the lives and 

works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left there 

something of themselves” (1993:152). The local landscape of the reducción does not 

simply encompass traces of past generations: it also articulates them in relation to the 

experiences of direct engagement with the physical surrounding, through agricultural 

activities, changes in land use and values associated with environment.  

    The relationship between memory and landscape is not simply centred on the 

observation of images of past events, but rather is the reflection of the continuing 

dwelling of present and past generations. For Ingold the landscape is better understood 

as “a pattern of activities ‘collapsed’ into an array of features (2000:198). In other 

words, human activities, defined as taskscape (Ingold 1993), are ultimately reflected in 

the perceptions and feelings associated with a vast array of natural and human-made 

features. In the next paragraphs I will focus on a specific human activity, farming, in 

relation to agricultural lots and timber plantations in Reducción Contreras. The local 

ethnography will illustrate how changes in land use in the last decades are associated 

with the decline of water resources essential to the protection of land, and the loss of 

customary values aimed at the custodianship of the physical surroundings for future 

generation. Ultimately perceptions of change in the landscape illustrate how the balance 

between the need to protect the tuwün and live off it through its exploitation is a highly 

problematic one.  

      I arrived in Reducción Contreras in the summer of 2008. At that time, the residents 

were deeply affected by a two-month drought. The communal well could only dispense 

a small amount of water to the houses for a few hours a day. While some houses located 

closer to the well enjoyed running water for several hours, others had water for only an 

hour a day. The ponds and small creeks were almost all dry, and animals had to be taken 

to the nearby river. The grass was yellow and short and many residents complained 

about the state of their animals, as many cows and oxen were clearly too thin to be any 

good for sale. Worries generated by summer droughts are common in all Mapuche 

communities. Contrary to the neighbouring agricultural estates, lack of irrigation 

systems prevents Mapuche farmers from growing large amounts of crops. While lack of 
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water is a main concern during the summer, all residents agree that the land has lost 

much of its fertility because of a general shortage of water. 

      Images of the past are centred on various qualities of the land and the wider 

extension of native forestry (bosque nativo Sp. or mawida Map.). While walking across 

fields in and around Reducción Contreras residents often described how the landscape 

had dramatically changed since their youth. Crops were larger and grass was generally 

higher and darker. The perception that fertility has decreased throughout the last 

decades was confirmed by my host Liscán: “back in the days you would simply sow 

seeds and plants would grow in abundance”. Exploitation of the soil implied the 

deforestation of large areas of native forestry, which was once abundant around 

Reducción Contreras. During one of my trips to the Quino river with my hosts 

Liscanand Miguel, I was told that large patches of forest were located all over the 

community, while native trees can now be found only along the banks of the river: 

“Trees covered this entire hill: now there are only a few of them left next to the Quino”. 

Walking through patches of native forest in Reducción Contreras is a radically different 

sensation than the experience of being in the rest of the community, characterised as it is 

by the presence of flat cereal fields and distant horizons. Upon entering the forested 

areas during the summer, temperatures drop dramatically. The intricacies of the 

vegetation reduce visibility, and high levels of humidity can be immediately felt on the 

skin. 

     In Reducción Contreras as any other Mapuche community, deforestation and scarcity 

of arable land went hand in hand. As the population grew, land became scarcer and 

residents had to make the most out of few hectares, clearing patches of native vegetation 

to make room for pasture land or cereal fields. The clearance of native forest is not 

lamented simply as an economic loss. While native species, such as coihue (Nothofagus 

Dombeyi), are considered sources of valuable wood, their usage is limited. Trees 

imported in the last decades, such as the elm, tend to be economically advantageous for 

their quick growth and size. This leads me to a central point: the value of the native 

forest cannot be ascribed to its economic use. Deforestation of native trees is indeed 

closely linked to the feared loss of water, which characterises the present of the 

Indigenous Community and is symbolically associated with the decline in traditional 

forms of respect and knowledge of the environment. Before turning to the analysis of 

local perceptions of change in forest and land use that reflected in the landscape, it is 
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constructive to clarify why the native forest holds a central position in the Mapuche 

relationship with their environment. 

    A rich anthropological literature exists that is dedicated to the significance of forest in 

myths, symbolic representation and local cosmologies (see Knight 1996, Gell 1995, 

Rival 1998 and Schama 1995). A common feature of numerous social constructions of 

the forest is that these places are necessary for the reproduction of society while evading 

human control. This is also the case among the Mapuche. The mawida, a term referring 

to both forest and hill, is associated with the presence of water sources necessary for the 

well being of the entire community, as well as herbal remedies and the ngen spirit 

masters whose unpredictable behaviours pose a potential threat to the residents. The 

large variety of plants and trees located in the mawida is generally associated with 

customary knowledge (kimün Map.) of natural phenomena by Mapuche people. Native 

vegetation is the main source of herbal remedies (lawen Map.). While plants that are 

used for physical pains, such as the canelo tree (Drimys winteri, foye Map.),  are 

commonly planted nearby the house, the majority of lawen are extracted from the native 

vegetation. As clearly explained by Francisca Contreras, “Native forests are necessary 

for the machis [shamans], it is where their remedies and knowledge come from”.  

 

          The significance of native forests comes not only from its representation as a 

source of highly valued traditional knowledge, but also its role in ensuring fertility of 

the land through the preservation of water. This idea is clearly voiced by local residents. 

My host Liscanonce explained to me that the value of native forests lies in its ability to 

retain water: “pine trees suck up all the water from the land, while native trees give 

water back”. This is a commonly held position among the Mapuche and reflects a wider 

concern over water and its conservation. The significance of water is can also be seen in 

healing and ritual practices. The association of running water with transformation and 

regeneration, which is shared by numerous religious traditions (Strang 2004:91), is also 

found among the Mapuche. Running water (witrunko Map.), for example, is thought to 

be able to purify human body. The Wetripantu, a celebration corresponding to the 

winter solstice and often described in Spanish by Mapuche people as their New Year, 

consists in a long celebration concluded in the morning by a bath in the cold river45. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
��      In Reducción Contreras residents used to end the night-long celebration with a bath in the 
cold Quino river. Today this celebration tends to be shorter and without its customary ending.���
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This act is intended as a cleansing of disease (kutran Map.) and parallels the renovation 

of the agricultural cycle marked by this event. Similarly, cases of machi shamans who 

visit waterfalls (trayenko Map.) to ask for rain and good luck are not rare (Bacigalupo 

2007:53).  

 

      The importance of water for the balance and well-being of all society is indicated by 

the central position occupied by its related spirit master, the ngenko. While all beings 

from individual trees to rivers are believed to be possessed by a master spirit, the 

ngenko is a spirit master is like no other. In Reducción Contreras it is the only spirit 

master whose presence is manifested in numerous events. Since my arrival at Reducción 

Contreras, I heard various stories about inexplicable visions around the Quino river. 

Most residents seem to have heard others’ accounts on the mysterious apparition of a 

half-fish woman (sumpall Map.) or the floating skin of the bull (kürü kullin Map.)46. 

While some residents quickly discount the validity of these accounts and regard them as 

legends, others show a certain uneasiness when hearing stories about the Quino river. 

The presence of the ngenko is not only associated with watercourses, but also menukos, 

described at the beginning of this chapter, or the reniko, which are caves and other 

openings in the ground surrounded by shrubs of colihue plants (Chusquea culeou). 

These sites are the settings for visions and experiences comparable to day-dreaming 

(perimontun Map.). 

    Similarly to other spirit masters, the ngenko's role is to preserve and care for vital 

sources, and yet it can be easily be upset and act mischievously towards human beings 

(Course 2005: 73-74). As previously described the ngenko is associated with dangers 

outside the realm of human agency. Its power is symbolically evoked during ngillatun 

rituals, however, in which the intercession of the main deity Chao Ngenechen (also 

referred to as Chao Dios in my area of study) is petitioned by the ritual congregation, 

not least for water. During the ngillatun ritual the spirit master of the water is 

represented by a black bull (kürü kullin Map.) and a black cock (kürü achawall Map.) 

which are tied to a pole near the rewe altar, where the collective incantation known as 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
��          Throughout fieldwork I heard similar accounts in other Mapuche sectors, thus suggesting 
a significant role for the ngenko in the entire region. A Mapuche resident from a lacustrine 
sector who was visiting Reducción Contreras during the summer once related that some 
neighbours from his community have seen a wooden stick floating on the water and jerkily 
moving in all directions, as it was animated.�
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llellipun and other ritual activities take place. The ngenko ultimately acts as an 

intermediary between the ritual congregation and Chao Ngenechen.    

     It is clear, then, that the cosmological significance of water is reflected in the 

centrality of ngenko among the various spirit masters, and the potential of this element 

to purify people with diseases. As remarked by Strang (2004:83), the concept of water 

is intimately associated with the order and well being of entire societies. This is also 

true among the Mapuche, as balance of water in the local landscape is considered a 

necessary condition for the preservation of the place of origins or tuwün. In particular, 

the presence of running water (witrunko Map.) is necessary for the well being of the 

land. This point is reflected in the understanding of the human body by traditional 

healers or shamans, according to whom diseases (kutran Map.) originate in a lack of 

balance and unnatural movement of bodily fluids. For instance, a commonly diagnosed 

disease is the sangre que sube, literally rising blood, which usually develops after 

deliveries of infants and menstruation and, causes tumours, cysts and hematomas 

(Bacigalupo 2007:30). 

 

3.3.2 The new forest  

 

     Among the Mapuche the ability of the native forest to retain vital sources of water 

and ensure the balance and well-being of the land is clearly acknowledged. 

Deforestation is thus understood not only as a potentially disruptive consequence to the 

local ecosystems, but also as a threat to the well-being of the entire community. In other 

regions interferences with native forests are often regarded as causes of social disorder. 

This is the case among Japanese mountain villagers who have seen their local landscape 

radically change as a consequence of post-war state initiatives aimed at the expansion of 

coniferous plantations (Knight 1996). Here the wealth promised by the State never 

appeared and plantations were neglected due to the high costs of maintenance, as well 

as migration towards the cities for employment. Timber plantations also led to the 

displacement of wildlife, and animals began dangerously roaming among crops and 

eventually destroying them. Paradoxically, the new forest that was branded as a 

domesticated space not only did not bring wealth, but eventually became a “space of 
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radical, multifaceted disorder that threatens the very idea of upland settlement” (Knight 

1996: 229).  

      Among the Mapuche the native forest is thought to preserve the most vital 

substance, water, as well as being the home of ngen spirits and the location of herbal 

remedies which epitomise the ancestor's sophisticated knowledge of physical resources. 

Accordingly the gradual loss of mawida mirrors the decline kimün and ”respect” for 

natural phenomena, which characterised the ancestors. When my informants frequently 

reminded me that “people back in the days used to ask permission before cutting trees”, 

they were also drawing a profound divide between that past that a present characterised 

by deforestation, the advancement of timber plantations, and general exploitation of 

physical resources. In Reducción Contreras the ritualised permission to extract wood, 

which is carried out in order to avoid negative repercussions from the ngen spirit of the 

tree, is associated only with the removal of branches of laurel (triwe Map.) and canelo 

trees (foye Map.). This event corresponds to the large ritual of ngillatun, which has been 

organised every two years in the last decade. 

    As seen so far, “respectful” attitudes towards trees are restricted only to rare and 

specific circumstances. Cutting of wood is a fundamental economic activity in all 

Mapuche communities and the intense cutting of trees before winter is not accompanied 

by the customary permission. In conversations among the residents of Reducción 

Contreras the current indiscriminate cutting of trees that is encouraged by the local 

population's increasing need, is contrasted to the wealthier, more water abundant and 

more respectful past. This divide has exacerbated in the last thirty years, since 

commercial timber plantations expanded across the entire South of Chile. This process 

has primarily affected large estates, but it also had a profound impact also on 

Indigenous Communities since state subsidies facilitated Mapuche farmers in planting 

pine trees and eucalypti. What is more, the proximity of many communities to large 

plantations has caused the rapid aggravation of soil erosion and impoverishment, as 

denounced by environmental and indigenous organisations (Reiman 2001).   

     The spread of plantations in Southern Chile began in the 1940s with the introduction 

of the earliest legislations aimed at promoting the expansion of commercial timber. 

Only with Augusto Pinochet’s regime, however, did the forestry industry boom through 

the allotment of subsidies and tax incentives established in the forestry law of 1974, 

Decreto Ley 701 (Clapp 1995:281). Since Southern Chile is characterised by ideal 
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environmental conditions for the flourishing of foreign or “exotic” species (especies 

exoticas Sp.), such as the Pinus Radiata and the Eucalyptus globules, plantations of 

pines and eucalypti have become ubiquitous all over the region. Additionally, in the last 

two decades a decline in the price of cereals and a even more recent increase in the 

demand for wood from North American and Asian countries has led many agricultural 

entrepreneurs to convert their properties into timber plantations. Today the image of 

barren hills punctuated by a few scattered trunks is the most dramatic example of the 

impact of timber plantations on the Southern Chilean landscapes. Timber companies 

(forestales Sp.) such as Forestal Mininco are some of the largest enterprises in the 

country and own large sections of territory, including ancestral tracts of land demanded 

by numerous Mapuche communities. Occupations (toma Sp.) of properties owned by 

timber companies organised by Mapuche communities and organisations have amplified 

in the last two decades and have been generally followed by police repression. 

      To a lesser degree than Chilean landowners, pine and eucalypti trees can also be 

found in Mapuche communities. While all Mapuche farmers are aware of the long-term 

effects of timber plantations, the sale of wood can be a significant contribution to the 

domestic economy in rural areas characterised by low land fertility and high standards 

of poverty. In more fertile areas, such as the central valley of Southern Chile where 

Reducción Contreras is located, plantations occupy much smaller areas than agricultural 

and grazing fields. They are mainly located on steep hills where cereal growth is 

difficult, and in the proximity of the houses, thus serving also as windbreak. For most 

families plantations are necessary to attain wood for construction and heating since 

native forests provides smaller amount of timber. Timber plantations have become 

ubiquitous elements of the landscape of any Indigenous Community and many farmers 

are willing to extend their small plantations with the hope of converting barren and 

impoverished tracts of land into potential sources of income in the following years.  

     Despite the economic advantages brought by timber plantations, Mapuche farmers 

regard the spread of  ”foreign” trees as dangerous to the local soil. Even to my 

inexperienced eye it was soon clear that plantations share nothing with the native 

forests, characterised as the latter are by thick vegetation, vivid colours and humidity. 

During my stay in Reducción Contreras I walked daily around patches of pine trees and 

eucalypti, and my attention was always drawn to the absence of undergrowth around 
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plantations and the ochre colour of the soil around them. I was also part of numerous 

conversations concerning the threats posed by “foreign” trees.  

     All residents concurred that these water-demanding species have dramatically 

increased soil impoverishment. The introduction of legal restrictions on the exploitation 

of native trees in 2009 (Ley 20.283 de Recuperación del Bosque Nativo y Fomento 

Forestal) might contribute to the preservation of existing native forests. However the 

advancement of ”foreign” trees is little affected by this law, and other legal mechanisms 

help the conversion of pasture land into timber plantations. The residents of Reducción 

Contreras are aware of the long-term consequences of this process. While many clearly 

reject the possibility of introducing more pine and eucalypti trees, others believe that 

work in the nearby agricultural estates (fundo Sp.) can be a stable source of income and 

the transformation of agricultural fields into plantations may be a viable investment for 

the future. The debate is controversial, with some residents accusing others of being 

fooled by estate owners if they think that wage work in the estates will be renewed 

simply because of their loyalty.  

       Despite divergences on the short-term economic benefit of ”foreign” trees, timber 

plantations are unconditionally associated with the present state of dryness of the land. 

While the mawida is thought to preserve water for the well being of the land and its 

dwellers, trees imported by the winkas are thought to take all the water from the land. 

Significantly, the disruptive character of trees reflects the wider interpretation of the 

winkas mentioned earlier in this chapter. Their lack of a place of origins and uprooted 

nature implies that they are not interested in the future preservation of land. Both the 

introduction of timber plantations and deforestation in the past to make way for 

agricultural fields are associated with the mentality of the winkas, and yet are 

economically necessary in light of the restrictions imposed by land shortage. 

    We can now see how the gradual spread of timber plantations exemplifies the fragile 

balance between the desire to preserve the tuwün and the need to exploit it. Perceptions 

of the local landscape by Mapuche farmers are centred on land use and its history. 

Diverse trajectories such as the increasing dryness of the land, the retreat of native trees 

and the advancement of timber plantations, reflect a wider process of loss. What is lost 

here is the possibility to follow closely those customary values and knowledge of the 

environment. The challenges brought by land shortage, the adoption of modern 

machinery and the introduction of foreign crops has implied the necessity to mediate 
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between the knowledge and values associated with the ”ancient ones” and the practices 

of the despised winkas. Ultimately, this relation is a frail balance, rather than an 

unproblematic inclusion of the Other's goods and practices.  

     This chapter has shown that the significance of tuwün, which was largely discussed 

in the previous chapter, is reflected in the problematic mediation between the adoption 

of customary values centred on respect (respeto Sp., yawen Map.) towards natural 

resources and the need to adopt more invasive agricultural practices, such as timber 

plantations. On the one hand, environmental values, customary knowledge centred on 

mutuality with the natural phenomena and notions of custodianship associated with the 

role of the farmer reflect a concern for the protection and conservation of tuwün. On the 

other, the desire to not detach oneself from one's place of origins and the contingencies 

of land shortage lead to the inescapable problem of how to protect the locality while 

having simultaneously having to exploit it. Ultimately, in order to be Mapuche (a 

condition that implies rootedness to the place of origins) winka practices such as 

reliance on disruptive agricultural like timber plantations need to be adopted even 

though they contradict the values of the ´ancient ones`. As the analysis of the 

temporality of landscape in Mapuche communities has suggested, the adoption of winka 

practices is not an unproblematic inclusion. This major point will be further discussed in 

the next chapter, in which the necessity to adopt practices associated with the winkas in 

order to endure in one's tuwün will be explored by looking at historical changes in 

property relations. 
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9) Liscan harrowing his fields 

 

 

 

10) Eucalyptus plantations 20 kilometres from Reducción Contreras 
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       “I am proud to be Mapuche: we have our land, not like the winkas”. With these 

words, Francisca, a resident from Reducción Contreras, clearly pointed at how ethnic 

pride among the Mapuche has to do with land ownership as much as the customs and 

rituals associated with their culture. Land ownership is indeed a great source of pride 

among Mapuche farmers and during my visits to local residents I was frequently shown 

the fields owned by my guests. It comes to no surprise that Mapuche farmers are proud 

to make a living of their land, especially if one considers that their agricultural activities 

are carried out with much scarcer means than the wealthy owners of the nearby 

agricultural estates (fundo Sp.). Pride about land ownership, however, is not only about 

quantity of hectares. The residents of Reducción Contreras often reminded me that they 

have a land from where they come from, and this distinguishes them from the rootless 

winkas living in the surroundings of their community. While in Mapuche communities 

land ownership is strictly defined by the principles of private property, there is clearly 

more to land ownership than the legal framework that guides it.  

       Recent anthropological contributions to the study of property have problematised 

this notion by looking at discourses and practices associated with property relations and 

the local significance of the owned object (Benda-Beckmann et al. 2006, Hann 1998, 

Hirsch and Strathern 2004, Strathern 1999 and Verdery and Humphrey 2004). The 

suggestions raised by this growing literature are explored in this chapter, in which 

notions associated with ownership and property will be contextualised within the 

cosmological significance of land as a site of belonging. The objective is not to 

document the history of Mapuche land ownership as one case of non-Western form of 

land tenure being swept away by privatisation. Rather, this chapter aims to illustrate the 

relation between the cosmological significance of tuwün and entitlement to land 
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ownership, by focusing on the historical changes in land tenure that were regarded as 

disruptive and yet readily embraced by Mapuche people.  

     The legal introduction of private land tenure and the increasing adoption of 

documents as desired forms of power that are potentially disruptive for social relations, 

will be discussed in relation to pressing concerns over the tuwün, which was presented 

earlier in this thesis as the geographical space which potentially defines identity and 

Otherness for the Mapuche people. Finally, ethnographic material centred on the history 

of landed property and dispossession, desire for Chilean education and the adoption of 

winka lifestyle will illustrate a historical quandary of the Mapuche people. Namely, that 

the adoption of documents and private property is necessary to preserve one´s place in 

the tuwün, a condition associated with the very essence of Mapucheness, but it exposes 

the individual to the risk of becoming winka-like, a process framed by the ambivalently 

conceptualised idiom of awinkamiento. In the first section of this chapter, recent 

anthropological perspectives on property will be discussed in order to clarify the general 

stance adopted in this chapter towards the historical introduction of Western regimes of 

private property. Section Two will provide an analysis of the major implications of 

awinkamiento, the ambivalent process of becoming winka. Finally, the last section will 

present the main argument of this chapter by focusing on the relation between land 

privatisation, awinkamiento and the cosmological need to preserve one’s place in the 

tuwün.  

 

4.1 Land property: anthropological perspectives  

 

     Land tenure has been a key issue in anthropology since the earliest stages of the 

discipline. Interest in non-Western forms of land ownership developed within colonial 

projects of governmentality, which required localised mapping of access to economic 

resources and power. In general, studies of landed property under colonial rule at the 

turn of the 19th century were characterised by comparisons with Western jural systems. 

Only with the emergence of the Malinowskian participant-observation paradigm, was 

attention drawn to indigenous categories as the basis for ethnographic analyses of land 

tenure. This was the case for Gluckman’s (1943) seminal work on Barotse tribal land in 

the Zambesi valley, which illustrated the complex relationships between individualised 
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usufructuary rights and different forms of collective ownership. Following the general 

turn of anthropology towards indigenous categories, an intense debate unfolded on 

methodological approaches to the study of landed property throughout the 20th century. 

Two distinct directions guided the discussion on global systems of property. While 

formalist approaches are founded on the premise that economist heuristic tools, such as 

rational choice, are applicable to a wide range of social milieus, substantiavists are 

inspired by Karl Polanyi’s suggestion that pre-capitalist societies are embedded in their 

own social and political contexts. The relation between property and local idioms of 

kinship, power and sociality is central to a substantivist approach to property (Hann 

1998:27).  

      With some exceptions, the formalist paradigm was largely resisted in anthropology 

for its potential to annul cultural differences and impose universalising interpretations. 

Instead substantiavist and Neo-Marxist approaches to property dominated the scene for 

some years. Both paradigms shared a significant implication that this chapter will 

address. Implicit to these approaches is the presupposition of a great divide between 

traditional and modern market integrated societies (Hann 1998:31). In other words, land 

privatisation could be seen as part of a wider process of assimilation of “traditional” 

societies into the transnational market. Contradicting this position, a growing body of 

anthropological literature on the indigenisation of modernity has questioned the 

premises of acculturation, here meant as the process in which the introduction of 

Western socio-economic structures leads to an irreversible cultural loss (Sahlins 1999). 

In the case of land tenure, ethnographic research has illustrated how existing notions of 

property do not simply disappear. 

    The significance of notions of property and ownership has been at the core of 

numerous anthropological contributions, testifying to a rejuvenated interest in these 

classical anthropological themes (see Hann 1998, Verdery and Humphrey 2004, Hirsch 

and Strathern 2004, Benda-Beckmann et al. 2006, Strathern 1999).This growing 

literature has focused on extremely diverse objects of ownership, ranging from 

copyright issues to land. This heterogeneous literature is characterised by the common 

agenda of moving beyond the customary definition of property as a set of normative 

rules governing social relations in terms of rights. One of the main concerns was thus to 

broaden research on property from the restricted field of legal codes to the institutional 

and cultural contexts within which such codes operate (Hann 1998:7).  
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     Recent ethnographic approaches to property have also highlighted the dynamic 

nature of the relation between concepts associated with ownership and regimes of 

property regulating access to resources. This relation, which will also be the focus of 

this chapter, implies a tension that is potentially generative of re-conceptualisations of 

both regimes and notions of ownership. Attention to this specific dualism is initially 

dictated by the limitation of treating property exclusively as a system. According to this 

view, societies lacking regimes of property can be negatively defined. In contrast, 

primitive communism, a framework that has traditionally represented hunting-gathering 

societies, emerges as a concept as alien to the cosmologies of these groups as private 

property (Barnard and Woodburn 1988). In fact property does exist among nomadic 

people, even though it is not structured according to Western principles of property. 

Ultimately the ethnographic exploration of this heuristic category serves to problematise 

the relation between property as notion and property as system. As suggested by 

Verdery and Humphrey, the problematisation of property implies a set of interrelated 

questions: 

“how property come to be the label under which certain kinds of phenomena 

are arrayed; how the concept enters into political argument, such as in native 

land claims cases; how the “persons” and “things” of a property relation come 

to be understood as persons and things; how its real world effects emerge from 

the ways in which property itself is constituted as real; what it entails as a 

native concept or category, replete with its own native “theories”; and what 

consequences those property theories have” (2004:2)  

      The problematisation of property ultimately requires the analyst to combine the 

study of property rights and relations with a focus on two major issues, the local form of 

sociality and the significance of the thing owned. Accordingly, the problematisation of 

property necessarily passes through the analysis of the relation between owner and 

owned object, in this case land.  

     Notions of ownership, which refer to both obligations and entitlement towards 

symbolically and economically significant objects, reflect locally attributed values to 

the owned object. As posited by Hann, “at any one time within each culture concepts of 

ownership and possession are likely to vary greatly for different categories of object” 

(1998:2). Among all objects of property relations, land is clearly one of the most 

compelling in framing inherent notions of ownership. In fact, as posited by Abramson, 




���
�

“in all of its human settings, land appears both as an object with use-value and as a 

symbol with meaning” (2000:3). In particular land is property sui generis since, 

unlikely other objects, it can emerge as both object and subject of a relation of 

belonging (Kirsch 2001). In numerous social milieus dwellers treat their relation with 

the land as constitutive of their collective identity, while allowing the possibility for 

individual possession. Accordingly, entitlement to land can be founded not only on the 

grounds of the jural language of property, but also on local ideologies of autochthony. 

Similarly land ownership can be associated with obligations and custodial ownership 

(Verdery and Humphrey 2004), a topic discussed in the previous chapter.  

     As seen so far, the analysis of property relations requires the analyst to move beyond 

the definition of property as jural system, to focus on the relation linking the people, the 

object and the subject of the property relation. As suggested by Hann, “the word 

‘property’ is best seen as directing attention to a vast field of cultural as well as social 

relations, to the symbolic as well as the material contexts within which things are 

recognized and personal as well as collective identities made” (1998:5). This chapter is 

largely inspired by recent anthropological contributions to property, and will attempt to 

frame the discussion on property relations within the specific process of land 

privatisation among the Mapuche. In particular the relation between existing notions of 

ownership and the regime of individualised land property associated with the lifestyles 

of the winka-Other, will be explored by contextualising it within the wider framework 

of awinkamiento. This concept emerges as both the desired acquisition of the powerful 

tools of the winka, such as documents and land titles, and the lamented disruption of 

forms of sociality centred around respect (respeto Sp. yawen Map.). Before exploring 

the local ethnography on land tenure and property relations, let us focus on the main 

features of awinkamiento. 
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4.2 Awinkamiento, education and documents 

 

4.2.1 Chilean education among the Mapuche  

 

     This section will focus on the major implications of the Mapuche idiom of 

awinkamiento. The process of “becoming Other”, which is arguably a regional 

phenomenon, has emerged at the core of an intense anthropological production on 

Amazonian societies (Gow 1991 and 2001, Kelly 2010, Vilaça 2002 and Rival 2002). 

This idiom will be approached by contextualising the desire for and danger of adopting 

the ways of life of the winkas within existing concerns for the tuwün. Let us start by 

making clear that awinkamiento is an open ended process, which does not necessarily 

result in the transformation of a Mapuche into his or her Other-winka. In other words, a 

Mapuche can be winka-like or awinkado, but not a winka. The idiom of awinkamiento is 

thus built upon ambivalences in the perception of alterity with both winkas and the 

´ancient ones`. The local ethnography might help to clarify the fluidity and local 

heterogeneity of this Mapuche idiom. 

      In Reducción Contreras, many residents consider themselves awinkados for lack of 

fluency in Mapudungun and the adoption ways of life that are considered to make them 

look more winka. Awinkamiento is reflected in the rare occurrence of practices and 

modes of sociality based on exchange such as the trafkin, which will be described later 

in this section. Elder residents or entire families whose members follow Mapuche 

customs more closely and are fluent in Mapudungun, can be described by their 

neighbours as “very” or “more Mapuche” (mas Mapuche or bien Mapuche Sp.). 

Awinkamiento is conceptualised separately from the idiom of “mixed blood” (sangre 

mezclada Sp.), which is extended to those individuals born from unions between winka 

and Mapuche regardless of the gender of their parents.47 These residents are generally 

categorised as champurreado and although they theoretically have more chances of 

being awinkado for being brought up in a family with a Chilean parent, their condition 

of mixed blood does not preclude them from embracing Mapuche customs and modes 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
47     As mentioned in Chapter 2, non-Mapuche women can also be referred to as chiñura. 
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of sociality. On the contrary, their condition might be instrumental in the adoption of 

Mapuche practices, as it will be illustrated later in this section.  

     In indigenous communities, residents interpret the condition of being “more 

traditional” or “more Mapuche” in very diverse ways. In some cases a “more Mapuche” 

individual can be respected and highly valued for his or her wisdom. This is especially 

true among elder residents, who are believed to closely follow the rich set of customs 

known as admapu. In other circumstances to be more Mapuche is equivalent to a 

condition characterised by lack of education and superstitious beliefs. Following this 

interpretation of “being very Mapuche”, local residents tend to associate more 

traditional households with higher standards of poverty. It is virtually impossible to 

draw a general tendency in the self-determination of local residents into winka-like or 

“more Mapuche”. Such categorisation is not only locally variable, but also context-

specific. What is more, concerns surrounding awinkamiento are personal, and while 

some residents lament the progressive loss of Mapuche customs, others highlight the 

benefits of no longer being like their ancestors, who are often remembered for their 

superstitions and excessive alcohol consumption. This is clearly visible among fervent 

Evangelicals, who often reinstate the notion of “modern man” (hombre moderno Sp.) in 

opposition with the lifestyle of the “ancient ones” (los antiguos Sp.).48  

     In most communities residents who are more knowledgeable about Chilean politics 

and local administrations tend to occupy high positions in the elected council (directiva 

Sp.). Political representatives (dirigentes Sp.) are not necessarily awinkado and many 

are fluent in Mapudungun, despite having spent several years in the city and looking 

“less Mapuche” according to local standards. These representatives are generally on the 

forefront of cultural revitalisation in their community and are highly respected for their 

profound knowledge of life among the winka and Mapuche customs. The simultaneous 

occurrence of high level of Spanish education and adherence to Mapuche traditions, 

however, seems a recent phenomenon involving relatively few individuals. 

     In Reducción Contreras, only a male affine was highly respected for his exquisite 

knowledge of Mapuche rituals and his involvement in Chilean politics as a consultant 

for indigenous issues. There are historical reasons for this general tendency. For several 
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48 In a recent survey, 88 percent of Mapuche interviewees replied yes to the question of 
whether or not they were concerned about the loss of their culture (CEP 2006). 
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decades after the institution of the reducción, younger generations were encouraged by 

their own parents to adopt the ways of life of the winka to increase their chances of 

employment. Discrimination against Mapuche people used to be stronger than it is 

today, and in some families Spanish became the first language while parents showed 

little interest in teaching Mapudungun to their children. The trajectory of cultural 

assimilation has affected the entire Mapuche society, although there are regional 

differences in the extent of its consequences. For instance communities in the proximity 

of large agricultural estates have been profoundly affected.  

        The historical trajectory of awinkamiento has unfolded concurrently with the 

introduction of Chilean education in Mapuche communities. In Reducción Contreras the 

importance of schooling is constantly reiterated in community meetings and 

conversations among elder residents, where the illiteracy of previous generations is 

always correlated with land loss and exploitation in the agricultural estates. The struggle 

to attain better education is a consistent element in every Mapuche community and, as 

illustrated by the history of the school of Reducción Contreras, it is closely associated 

with the idiom of awinkamiento. The foundation of the school in 1963 was the result of 

the efforts of local residents. A few months earlier a school was built in the nearby 

village of Quino through the donation of the Rockefeller foundation, which was 

financing educational programmes across the country. A group of members of the 

reducción decided to take advantage of the presence of the representatives of this trust 

at the inauguration of the school. They travelled to Quino to stage a short parade with 

traditional paraphernalia and music, followed by a speech by a neighbour who appealed 

for the construction of a school in their community. The petition proved successful and 

a few months later the school was built on a parcel donated by a neighbour and located 

at the centre of the reducción.�

     Before 1963, courses in Spanish were offered by a few residents who had been 

educated in nearby towns. Since the foundation of the school teachers from nearby 

towns have been responsible for its administration. Although its foundation was a much 

desired event, experiences of young pupils were far from unproblematic. As recounted 

by Nely, a resident of the community, children felt embarrassed to show that they were 

Mapuche: “I only spoke Mapudungun in my house, but it was prohibited at school. 

Children were made fun of for mispronouncing Spanish words”. This scenario, which 

was common in all Mapuche communities, changed noticeably in the last fifty years. 
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Today all children in Reducción Contreras speak Spanish as their first language and 

courses in Mapudungun are occasionally available in the school, although as in other 

rural areas they have generally failed to be extensively replicated.49 Yet in the memory 

of most older residents, the school still epitomises the contradiction between the desire 

to for education and the consequential loss of Mapudungun among the youth, a fact that 

is unconditionally regretted by most residents. In Mapuche communities, the trajectory 

of awinkamiento is mirrored by the history of education. Similarly, oral accounts about 

the past insist on the necessity of literacy and education. 

      Throughout my stay in Southern Chile I frequently heard a Spanish expression that 

serves as a cautionary tale against the implicit dangers of contracts. “To be like the king 

who is about to beheaded” (Como el rey que le van a cortar la cabeza Sp.) refers to a 

short narrative centred on the story of an illiterate farmer. One day, the protagonist was 

approached by a messenger who delivered him a mysterious letter. Since the farmer was 

illiterate, he asked the messenger to explain to him what the letter was about. The 

messenger told the farmer that whoever received the letter was going to be proclaimed 

king. The farmer continued on his way to town, but only on his arrival was he told the 

real meaning of the letter. The message stated that whoever carried the letter had to be 

beheaded immediately. This narrative functions as a cautionary tale, warning about the 

dangers hidden in contracts.  Around Reducción Contreras this story is known among 

both Chilean and Mapuche farmers and is constantly referred to in the numerous 

accounts on land loss. In fact, memories of the past insist that the unfair agreements 

with nearby estate owners are the main reason behind dispossession of Mapuche land.   

     Despite the occasional onset of boundary disputes between Reducción Contreras and 

nearby landowners, land expropriation is less of a concern than it used to be. In all 

accounts on this topic the inability to read and understand contracts caused past 

generations to accept unfair transactions, such as the sale and rental of land. While the 

“ancient ones” are described as illiterate, superstitious and powerless, the gringos, a 

term extended to estate owners who descended from the first European settlers in the 

area, are unconditionally regarded as smart, powerful and deceitful. The story of two 

Mapuche workers who were evicted from a nearby estate in the 1960s can clarify this 
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49      Educational programmes in Mapudungun were financed through the Programa Orígenes, 
a state-run development plan targeting indigenous population since 2001. In many rural areas, 
including Reducción Contreras, these courses had been short-lived.  
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point. After the disappearance of a few flour bags, a landowner wanted to find out about 

the possible theft. During Holy Week he invited a local priest to offer penance to his 

workers. The landowner eventually convinced the priest to reveal the names of the 

thieves, who had confessed their actions under the promise of absolute confidentiality. I 

heard this episode in a few conversations and in one occasion a resident of Reducción 

Contreras, Jesús, interpreted this story in terms of the ethnic divide between Mapuche 

and winka: “the landowner and the priest were acting for the advantage of their race 

(raza Sp.) against the Mapuche”.  

      The historical contingencies of land expropriation have elevated contracts and 

documents as the main form of power that the winka used against the Mapuche. 

Through contracts and documents land was expropriated and Mapuche farmers were 

forced to become labourers in the large estates. The power of education and contracts 

soon became desired, although it implied the potential threats of awinkamiento, as the 

history of land division in the next section will clarify. Another process related to the 

desired inclusion of lifestyles and practices of the winka used to be the adoption of 

Chilean children and youngsters. This phenomenon was particularly common at the turn 

of the 19th century in those rural areas, such as Reducción Contreras, that were 

surrounded by agricultural estates. The inclusion of winka children in local patrilineages 

was associated with the increased prestige of the adopting family. However, the social 

acceptance of residents who did not originally belong to Mapuche race (raza Sp.) rested 

on their ability to mediate between the adherence to intrinsic Mapuche forms of respect 

(respeto Sp. yawen Map.) towards other residents, and their ability to entangle 

relationships with winkas, in particular the estate owners. The case of Nicolás 

Contreras, the last cacique in the homonymous community born at the beginning of the 

19th century, illustrates this point.   

     Nicolás Contreras, who died in the 1930s, was the last cacique in Reducción 

Contreras. As seen in previous chapter, the cacique was the title given by the Chilean 

authority to the representative of a reducción  - generally the lonko headman. His role 

will be explained in greater detail in the analysis of land tenure. but for now it will 

suffice to say that caciques were appointed according to the principle of primogeniture, 

although their authority was ultimately legitimised by their ability to properly relate to 

both other residents of the community and winka, especially Chilean authorities and 

estate owners. This was the case for Nicolás. His family history is blurry - an unusual 
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occurrence in Mapuche society, where knowledge of lineages and kin relations is highly 

valorised. Most likely Nicolás was a Chilean of European descent, adopted within the 

cacique’s family. His nickname, El Rusio, a Chilean expression referred to people with 

light skin and hair, seems to support this assumption. Adoptions of sons and daughters 

of winka parents were very common among the Mapuche. As explained by my host 

Liscán, in the aftermath of the war many Chileans who travelled to the South in search 

for employment in the recently founded estates (fundos Sp) were unable to settle down 

and eventually faced the choice of leaving their sons and daughters with local families.50 

       Liscanfrequently recollected his father´s acquaintance with numerous Chilean 

individuals, including nearby landowners. Nicolás's authority also rested on his role as a 

mediator within the community. For instance, Nicolás used to travel to the town of 

Traiguen to meet with judges and calm the severest contentions among neighbours. 

Nicolás's ability to speak Spanish proved key to the preservation of land within the 

reducción. The following episode might help to explain how. As recounted by his son 

Liscán, during the 1930s Nicolás was involved in a violent confrontation with a nearby 

landowner. The dispute was centred on the excavation of a canal within the community 

boundaries and it did not end despite a fight between the estate owner and the cacique, 

who had run into each other while riding their horses near the excavation. A few weeks 

later the local judge in Traiguen decided that the estate owner had to fill up the canal 

and refrain from similar acts in the future. This successful case was not representative of 

the majority of land disputes between estate owners and Mapuche caciques, since the 

majority of the latter were not familiar with the Chilean jural system. After its 

foundation in 1884 land dispossession in Reducción Contreras was less extensive than 

in other areas and most Contreras attribute this to Nicolás's knowledge of the jural 

system.  

    While Nicolás’s authority rested on his ability to interact with the winkas, within his 

community he was unconditionally regarded as Mapuche. In fact, as explained by my 

informants, Nicolás followed Mapuche customs strictly, including exogamous marriage 

with Mapuche women from distant areas. His oratory skills in Mapudungun were 

renown, as typically expected from a lonko headman. In conclusion, Nicolás was able to 

reach a balance between the inclusion of winka abilities, in particular fluency in Spanish 
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50 Nicolás Contreras was also the richest man in the reducción. In fact, as prescribed by 
the Article 6 of Law 4th of December 1866, caciques were assigned with three times more than 
other headmen (cabezas de familia Sp.). 
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and the knowledge of the jural system, and adherence to those modes of behaviour that 

are considered inherently Mapuche. Nicolás‘s case represents the possibility of the 

unproblematic inclusion of the Other. In fact not only was he a winka adopted within 

the community, but his life was also characterised by the concomitant adoption of winka 

practices and the resilience of Mapuche ways of life. The same cannot be said for 

numerous other residents, for whom education in Spanish mirrored the idiom of 

awinkamiento.  

     The tension between desire for and resistance to transformation into winkas is at the 

core of this inherently Mapuche phenomenon. However, processes of becoming-Other 

can be found throughout the region and differences in local articulations of this process 

rest primarily on intrinsic features of each society, such as cosmology, personhood and 

sociality. Before turning to the final discussion on the history of land tenure and its 

relation with the idiom of awinkamiento, some relevant distinctions between processes 

of becoming-Other in the Amerindian region and the Mapuche case need to be drawn.  

 

4.2.2 Becoming-Other among the Mapuche 

 

       Contributions from the Amazonian lowlands have reinvigorated the anthropological 

discussion of inter-ethnic relations by deconstructing existing assumptions about the 

process of cultural assimilation. Several ethnographic works have focused on 

transformation into different forms of Other as a necessary process for the reproduction 

of Amazonian cosmologies (Viveiros de Castro 1992, Gow 1991, Kelly 2005 and Rival 

2002). Specifically, the process of becoming-Other has emerged as an intrinsic feature 

of Amazonian societies that is not restricted to inter-ethnic relation, but rather extended 

to all dimensions of Otherness, including inter-species transformability in shamanic 

practices. Viveiros de Castro’s (1993) suggestion that Amerindian thought is centred on 

a multinaturalist understanding of reality, consisting of the reversion of the Western 

multiculturalist assumption of the universal existence of nature and the multiplicity of 

cultures, has been pivotal to the characterisation of becoming-Other in Amazonian 

thought as part of the potential for transformability among human beings. Accordingly, 

the process of becoming-whiteman, an idiom voiced as “becoming civilised” in various 

Amazonian societies such as the Piro (Gow 1991), is contiguous with other forms of 
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becoming-Other (Kelly 2005) that include inter-species transformations and conversion 

of affines into kin members. Vilaça has illustrated how among the Wari’ of Western 

Amazonia, Others (including non-human entities) can be turned into kin members 

through a constant dialogue centred on alimentary taboos (2002). Vilaça’s point is 

closely related to Viveiros de Castro’s (2001) suggestion that affinity rather than 

consanguinity, is the given condition of existence among Amerindian people.  

    The process of becoming Other in the Amazonian lowlands is epitomised by the 

desire of indigenous populations for national education in order to differentiate 

themselves from their ancestors. The experience of becoming civilised as a dynamic and 

relational process, rather than cultural loss, has been the focus of research among 

different groups in lowland Amazonia (Gow 1991, Kelly 2005 and Rival 2002). Gow’s 

(1991) contribution to the analysis of this process among the Piro people in the Peruvian 

Amazon has been seminal. By focusing on the recent formation of Native Communities 

in the region, Gow has highlighted the necessity of a process of domestication of 

differences in order to live as civilised people (civilisado Sp.) in sedentary settlements. 

In particular, the Native Community in the Bajo Urubamba region ultimately emerges 

as the site where control is imposed on the knowledge of white people and the forest, 

who stand as threats to the outward and expanding nature of Piro kinship. The 

knowledge of civilised people, which for the Piro people is associated with debt 

peonage and exploitation in agricultural estates, is controlled by the political institution 

of Comunidad Nativa and the school, which themselves under the administration of a 

local council. Shamanic practices serve to control the knowledge of the forest and the 

demon spirits therein, that can be fatal to humans (1991:276-277). 

      Gow’s ethnographic account on the idiom of “mixed people” as the essence of Piro 

identity, prompts a rethink of the dichotomy between so called “traditional” and 

“acculturated” people. Piro society is ultimately defined by its inclusiveness, rather than 

an existing kinship structure. Similarly the connotation of becoming Whiteman can be 

better understood within the wider context of transformation in Amazonian, rather than 

in terms of “cultural loss”: an expression that presupposes the imposition of the Euro-

American notion of culture upon these societies (Kelly 2005). In Latin America, for 

instance, the ideology of mestizaje presupposes the merging of different races into a 

new mestizo subject. In contrast, transformative processes among Amazonian people 

that might otherwise be interpreted as initial stages of mestizaje, presuppose a constant 




�
�
�

and open ended inclusion of otherness - a process that is never concluded with 

assimilation, since non-indigenous people remain constantly the main term of alterity. 

    The discussion raised by Amazonianist anthropology is particularly significant to the 

analysis of the process of awinkamiento. While the process of “becoming civilised or 

Whitemen” can be found across virtually all Amerindian societies, at the core for local 

expressions of this phenomenon are both the historical contingencies of contact and 

contiguities with other contexts of becoming Other within the same society. 

Awinkamiento can be analytically approached by first looking at other forms of 

becoming-Other in Mapuche cosmology. I am specifically referring to transformability 

into other species, involving both shamans and dead relatives - as among the Tukanoan 

Indians of eastern Colombia for whom cosmic balance is ensured by the transformation 

of human souls into game animals (Descola 1996:89). The discussion of human-animal 

relation has been the focus of the previous chapter. For the scope of the present 

argument it will suffice to reiterate that relations among Mapuche and non-human 

species are articulated in terms of protection rather than reciprocity, a mode of relation 

more commonly associated with hunter-gatherer societies and found throughout the 

Amazon (see also Descola 1996 and Ingold 2000).  

    This point is consistent with the observation that “becoming Other” among the 

Mapuche cannot be extended to transformation into other beings or species through 

shamanic practices. Machis shamans are characterised by possession by ancestral spirits 

who are associated with animals (püllü Map.), rather than active transformation and the 

adoption of the Other´s perspective (Course 2005:79-83 and Bacigalupo 2007:100), as 

in Amazonian shamanism. Moreover, shamanic spirits can be associated with a specific 

type of animal without adopting its form. During my stay in Reducción Contreras I had 

the chance to attend a ngillatun ritual officiated by a machi from a nearby community.51 

In the trance-like phase of küymi the machi generally delivers messages deriving from 

her experience of being possessed or simply in close contact with the püllü. In this case, 

the machi recounted her experience of riding a horse and falling down, an experience 

which she associated with the perception of threats against her and close kin members. 

In this case the horse, was the animal associated with her püllü and represented an 
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51            In other rural areas ngillatun rituals are organised by experts known as ngenpin. The 
ethnographic account of the ngillatun, within which this episode unfolded, is provided in the 
Appendix of this thesis.   
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expression of the shamanic spirit, but no transformation took place, as happens in 

Amazonian shamanism.  

     This example would clearly benefit from a longer discussion. Within the scope of 

this chapter, however, it is only possible to infer that shamanic possession among the 

Mapuche does not occur along the lines of becoming-other in perspectival terms. This 

point has two profound implications. Firstly, it suggests that “becoming Other” among 

the Mapuche can be understood as contingent with the domain of inter-ethnic relations, 

rather than a wider ontological process presupposing the possibility for transformation 

along different ontological planes. Awinkamiento is thus a social idiom. Secondly, 

following this first implication, the domestication of difference among the Mapuche 

appears necessarily more problematic than in Amazonian contexts. The case of the 

white cacique Nicolás Contreras shows how inclusion of Others, in this case winkas 

children and youngsters, was a desired process that had to be mediated by inclusion 

within a lineage and the observance of Mapuche customs. However, awinkamiento, 

lamented by Mapuche people primarily for the loss of respectful modes of sociality, 

shows how the domestication of Otherness among the Mapuche can lead to despised 

loss, inasmuch as it does not respond to a general transformative and inclusive 

cosmology, as it does in other Amerindian societies.  

     The next section will focus on the relation linking awinkamiento with changes in 

land tenure. The desired adoption of titles of property that are associated with the power 

held by winkas, in particular the powerful estate owners, will be contextualised not only 

within the framework of awinkamiento, but also according to the major implication of 

tuwün. The history of land tenure in Reducción Contreras will finally illustrate the main 

quandary that this chapter has discussed. The adoption of winka practices such as 

contracts and land titles, is a desired process which can result in the detrimental 

consequence of awinkamiento. In the case of land tenure, inclusion of otherness helped 

the Mapuche to defend themselves from land expropriation and partly avoid the 

detachment of the individual from its tuwün, a geographical location that potentially 

defines Mapuche individuals and distinguish them from the uprooted winkas. This 

process, however, came with the price of the loss of modes of sociality and customary 

respect that constitute the ideal behaviour of Mapuche people in opposition the 

individualist ways of life of the uprooted winka. This analysis is closely related to the 

main point raised by this thesis, namely how entitlement to ancestral land motivating 
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claims of restitution coexist with perceptions of distance from the “ancient ones”, 

framed by the present condition of awinkado or winka-like. Let us now turn to the 

history of land tenure in Reducción Contreras to clarify how the notion of tuwün is 

involved in the coherent ambivalence of awinkamiento. 

 

4.3 The narrative of private property  

 

4.3.1 A brief history of land ownership  

 

    This section will clarify the central concern of this chapter, namely the implications 

of the concept of tuwün to notions of property among the Mapuche. Specifically, 

through ethnographic examples from Reducción Contreras, the historical trajectory of 

landed property in Southern Chile will be contextualised within the concern for tuwün 

and the desired and resisted process of becoming winka-like. Before the Chilean 

invasion in the 19th century, territorial rights were distributed among different territorial 

units. Archaeological data seem to confirm this point, as the presence of large 

ceremonial grounds has been strongly correlated with territorial claims (Dillehay 

1990b). Significantly, while large sections of the territory might have been unclaimed or 

held collectively as pasture land, land within each territorial unit or lebo (Boccara 1999) 

was probably distributed among families according to ownership and use rights under 

the jurisdiction of a lonko (Durán 1998). This is because field farming had gradually 

become a common form of subsistence since the earliest contacts with the Spaniards 

(Bengoa 2003 and Faron 1961). As discussed in Chapter 2, each caserio (a clustered 

group of ruka longhouses whose residents belonged to the same patrilineage) had direct 

access to land in the surrounding area. The voluntary settlement of families into areas 

depended on the headman lonko, who was responsible for the redistribution of use 

rights. As recounted by Lorenzo Kolimán at the turn of the 20th century, residents were 

generally allowed to move elsewhere or occupy unclaimed land after attaining the 

permission of their lonko (Guevara in Marimán 2006:54). 
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      Land disputes among neighbours were rare for two primary reasons. Abundance of 

land, which helped to dissipate potentially conflicting demands of land, and customary 

forms of sociality that served to mitigate tension among neighbours. Throughout my 

stay in Reducción Contreras, I participated in numerous conversations on the notion of 

respect (respeto Sp. yawen Map.), which is understood as the main moral value 

associated with the ancestors. Respect was reflected in the reliance on oral agreements 

and deference towards neighbours’ rights over land and ownership of livestock. 

Accordingly, land disputes began to emerge in connection with the spiralling effects of 

land shortage and the first instances of awinkamiento: the partial loss of customary 

respect. This process began with the resettlement into the circumscribed space of the 

reducción after the Chilean military invasion of Mapuche territories in 1883. In fact, the 

process of radicación not only reduced the amount of land available to each 

community, but also impeded newly formed Mapuche families from settling outside 

their assigned territory, which was then surrounded by private or state owned land. With 

the end of the hostilities with the Chilean army, the Mapuche population began to grow 

once again and access to land quickly diminished for successive generations. At the turn 

of the 20th century, the main concerns regarded the prevention of land expropriation by 

estate owners and the increase in boundary disputes within the community.  

       Although in theory the Chilean state made purchase of Mapuche land difficult by 

establishing collective property rights in the Law of December the 4th of 1866, large 

tracts of land were annexed to nearby non-indigenous properties through various 

strategies. Expropriation could simply occur through the extension of property 

boundaries made of excavated canals, parasitic plants known in Spanish as maleza or 

carumba, or barbed wire. This strategy, known as corrida de cerco, depended not only 

on the technological possibilities of the estate owners, but also on the illiteracy of 

Mapuche caciques who often ignored the legal boundaries of the reducción indicated in 

the collective titles of property known as Titulo de Merced. The issue of land property 

quickly became an issue of land protection. The role of the cacique as representative of 

the reducción implied extensive relations with nearby landowners, which ranged from 

complying attitudes to open confrontations. In most cases expropriation of Mapuche 

land occurred through transactions involving unintelligible contracts and unfair 

exchanges between goods and land. During one conversation with Segundo, a man from 

Reducción Contreras, a typical scenario for land expropriation for described to me: 
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“The patrones (large land holders) used to know all the caciques in the area quite 

well. At that time there were no signed contracts, they simply agreed on things. 

The patron called the lonko and promised wine and horses in exchange for land. 

Later, while the Mapuche were celebrating with the wine they were given, the 

patron would tell his workers to run the fence [correr el cerco Sp.] around a 

large space”.  

       Population growth and the lack of economic possibilities for Mapuche farmers to 

acquire non-indigenous land adjacent to their properties, led to a sharp increase in 

disputes among neighbours. As previously mentioned, caciques were in charge of 

redistributing use rights among residents and mediating quarrels. However, the 

cacique's mediatory role gradually disappeared with the institution of legal mechanisms 

facilitating the acquisition of titles of property for Mapuche families. Law 4.169 of 

1927, and subsequent legislation in 1930 (Ley no. 4.802) and 1931 (Decreto ley no. 

4.111) instituted a special court  to oversee the assignation of individualised titles of 

property, known originally as the Special Tribune for the Division of Indigenous 

Communities and  later as the Juzgado de Indios (Court of the Indians) (Correa, Molina 

and Yañez 2005:61). Very few residents requested titles of property immediately after 

the implementation of Law 4.111, but applications increased along with the number of 

quarrels over property boundaries.  

     In the 1950s and 1960s most communities were characterised by the simultaneous 

presence of collective pasture land, individualised land properties and land lacking titles 

of property but still claimed by residents who had been assigned use rights in the past. 

Residents were often divided on the possibility of dividing the entire reducción into 

individualised properties. Some feared that the new property regime could undermine 

the integrity of Mapuche society by making the authority of the cacique virtually 

ineffective. Others meanwhile were worried about the prospect of being taxed for their 

properties. On the other hand, many residents believed that individual land titles could 

provide not only legal protection to their existing use rights, but also the opportunity of 

improving their household economy (Faron 1961:52-53).  

      The process of land division reached its apex during the military dictatorship, when 

the Decreto Ley 2.568 of 1979 imposed the introduction of individualised titles of 

property on all communities. This law was harshly criticised by Mapuche organisations, 

especially for one article in its first draft which declared all land within communities as 




���
�

non-indigenous, thus giving non-Mapuche landowners the opportunity to purchase land 

within the reducciónes. Pressure from both the Catholic Church and indigenous 

organisations was instrumental in the modification of this law (Mallon 2005) and the 

territorial unit of the community was preserved. However, the new mechanisms 

introduced by this law accelerated the process of land division, which had started in the 

1930s, to the point that by the 1980s all Mapuche land had been divided into 

individualised titles. 52 

     From the point of view of the Chilean state individualised land titling was justified 

on the ground of assimilation, as it aimed for a direct relation between the State and 

individual Mapuche residents. Land division can also be interpreted as a problem of 

legibility for the State: that is, how to access information about local population. In 

order to facilitate the function of control associated with statecraft, land ownership had 

to be standardized across the entire country, including Mapuche communities. As 

suggested by Scott, “officials took exceptionally complex, illegible, and local social 

practices, such as land tenure customs or naming customs and created a standard grid 

whereby it could be centrally recorded and monitored” (1998:2). This is exactly what 

happened in Chile. My focus, however, is not on State power, as I am not interested in 

the consequences of land division on notions and relations of property. The case of 

Reducción Contreras illustrates the implications of shifting from collective to private 

land property. 

     In Reducción Contreras land division (división or hijuelacion Sp.) was carried out in 

1952, much earlier than most communities in the area (see Figure 11). A plausible 

explanation is that state functionaries in charge of land division tended to prioritise 

more populous reservations.53 As ironically put by Arturo, a man from the community, 

“the judges in the town [in this case, those of the Court of Indians] got tired of the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
52  The only legislation that attempted to interrupt the process of land division was Law 
17.729 of 1972, but it was never implemented and a few months after its approval, it was 
nullified by the recently installed Augusto Pinochet’s military regime (Programa de Derechos 
Indigenas 2003). 

53          Between 1930 and 1972, 832 reducciónes in Southern Chile were divided by the Court 
of the Indians (Juzgado de Indios Sp.) (Correa, Molina and Yanez 2005:62). Among the 21 
reservations in the municipality of Traiguen, five had been divided into individualized properties 
before the 1979 legislation; 13 that had been legally divided into family owned parcels were 
further redistributed among heirs with the supervision of the Court of the Indians; and 3 were 
divided up for the first time as prescribed by the Decreto Ley 2.568 of 1979 (data provided by 
CONADI). 




���
�

indios coming to their offices and complaining about land”.  Elder residents remember 

the allotment of individual parcels as taking place over a matter of a few days. One 

morning in 1951 an engineer from Santiago arrived at Reducción Contreras with a 

couple of assistants and resided in a tent built in the middle of the community. Local 

residents treated the functionaries with both reference and suspicion, as they were the 

first winkas and representatives of the State to ever reside in the community. After the 

completion of a survey of the number of heirs for each family, the boundaries of each 

property were demarcated by drawing lines in the soil. Residents who collaborated with 

the state functionaries as informants and translators were compensated with cash. 

During and after land division complaints about the amount of land assigned were 

numerous, even though they often remained unheard by the state functionaries, who had 

only a few days to complete their task. 

     The consequences of land division were extremely complex. Drawing from Hann’s 

(1998: 3) invitation to analytically look at both micro and macro levels of property 

relations, I would like to suggest that there are two possible ways of looking at the 

impact of land privatisation. From a micro-level of analysis, land privatisation can be 

assessed in accordance with its consequences on property relations between estate 

owners and Mapuche farmers. In general it is sound to argue that land division was 

welcomed by most residents in Reducción Contreras as not only the legal recognition of 

their existing rights, but also the possibility to ensure permanence in their land, or more 

precisely in their tuwün, through the powerful means of legal property. In fact, while 

some caciques were successful in protecting the boundaries of their communities, others 

showed compliant attitudes towards nearby estate owners.  

      The other domain of land privatisation, the micro-level, has to do with relations 

among members of the reservation. This issue will be discussed at more length in the 

Section 3 of this chapter, in which the ambivalences of land privatisation as a desired 

and feared process will be contextualised within the general principles of Mapuche 

sociality. For now it is important to reinstate how land division in Mapuche 

communities was not only an imposition of the Chilean state, but also a welcome 

process - inasmuch as it gave access to titles of property, the powerful tools through 

which gringos expropriated Mapuche land and forced Mapuche people to become 

labourers in the local estates. Older residents of Reducción Contreras have described 

land division as advancement for their community, since each family had legal 
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entitlement to land. In other words, land division gave each resident the opportunity to 

defend their land from expropriation without having to depend on the caciques, who 

could be either partially successful in preventing dispossession, as in the case of Nicolás 

Contreras, or powerless, as in the case of illiterate caciques. Ultimately, the 

interpretation of land division by the residents of Reducción Contreras had to do with a 

concern to preserve one's place in the tuwün, a geographic space that also emerges at the 

core of self-determination for the Mapuche person. Land division, however, was far 

from being an unproblematic process, as its consequences are associated with the wider 

context of becoming winka-like. Before focusing on the consequences of land division 

on existing modes of sociality in terms of awinkamiento, let us first clarify how 

contemporary notions of property reflect a concern over tuwün. 

 

4.3.2 Land division: property relations and notions of ownership 

 

     In both historiographical works and pamphlets by indigenous intellectuals, the 

history of Mapuche land tenure has generally been presented in terms of colonial 

imposition and disruption of customary practices. The implication of this discourse is 

far-reaching, in that the observable valorisation of individualised ownership in Mapuche 

communities can be therefore interpreted as the result of cultural assimilation. I would 

tend to regard the dichotomy of Western private property and indigenous collective 

ownership as misleading, inasmuch as it presupposes that individualised ownership 

exists only in the form of private property theory. On the contrary, notions of property 

in the West belong to a remarkably more heterogeneous scenario, in which jural 

systems emerge as determinant and yet disputed forces. This point becomes clearer if 

we think of the persistent critique of private property in industrialised nations and the 

existence of other forms of ownership, such as cooperatives and communes. Ultimately, 

the dichotomy between Western private and indigenous collective ownership can be 

better conceived as an expression of Western liberalism, an ideology which elevates 

individual freedom and rational choice as the ideal expression of the human condition 

(Ouroussoff 1993) and by doing so, naturalises private property. 54  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
54     A rich anthropological discussion has centred around Western individualism. An 
evolutionary trajectory of Western individualism has been traced by Mauss (1985), while 
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     In this chapter, I am interested in one specific implication of Western individualism, 

namely the negative definition of societies that lack an institutionalised system 

governing property relations. The articulation of dualism that I have been addressing so 

far has been particularly influenced by the assumption that individualised legitimacy to 

ownership exists only as private property theory. Accordingly, the presumption of a 

divide between collective ownership in the past and naturalisation of private property in 

the present reduces the complexity of the consequences of land division in the Mapuche 

communities. This process is better approached by looking at both disjunctions and 

contiguities within the history of land ownership. The deconstruction of the idea that 

land division was a form of cultural assimilation is founded on two main observations.  

    The first is that individual ownership of land coexisted with notions of collective 

entitlement before the imposition of individualised titles of property. Oral accounts 

during fieldwork and historiographical works confirm this point. Further, the present 

valorisation of private property in Mapuche communities is contiguous with notions of 

personal autonomy and should not be treated simply as a case of hegemony. This point 

is inspired by recent suggestions in the anthropological study of property. In particular, 

the problematisation of property requires that the analyst does not ignore local 

constructions of the “owner” when looking at the relation between “owner” and 

“owned” implicit to property. A fundamental question is thus whether or not the owner 

is a collective identity, an individual or a sum of individualities (Humphrey and Verdery 

2004:6). Marilyn Strathern’s research has been pivotal to this line of investigation, in 

that it has questioned the extent of the dualism between the object owned and the 

subject owner (Strathern 1999 and 1988). In particular, the analysis of property among 

Mt. Hageners in Papua New Guinea would contradict the assumed correlation of private 

property with individuals as bounded units. Since the person in Melanesia is conceived 

of as being the result of multiple social relations, individualised appropriation is not 

consistent with the construction of individuals “as the plural and composite site of the 

relationships that produce them” (Strathern 1988:13). 

       A thorough investigation of property in general among the Mapuche would require 

a longer discussion than there is space for here. Within the scope of the present study 

centred on land ownership, it will suffice to state how the valorisation of autonomy and 
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Dumont (1986) has drawn a historical comparison focused on notions of the individual in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition and other religious expressions. 
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personal independence observed by numerous Mapuche ethnographers (see Course 

2005, Faron 1964, Melville 1976 and Stuchlik 1976) is reflected in the valorisation of 

private ownership. Individual ownership of material goods is seen as a basic right of the 

individual. As my host Miguel told me soon after my arrival in Reducción Contreras, 

“here, private property is always respected”, and throughout my fieldwork this 

impression was confirmed in numerous instances when personal achievements, 

especially in farming, were highly praised. The difficulty experienced by NGOs and 

development agencies in promoting scheme of cooperative production in Mapuche 

community might as well be a reflection of a general preference towards individual 

autonomy in farming.The househould is the essential unit of production, and within any 

household profits and goods are redistributed equally among family members. Among 

the Mapuche descent or küpal is conceived of as a given condition of the person that 

determines predispositions and behavioural tendencies. However, the fulfilment of these 

potentialities rests solidly on the autonomous action of the individual. As suggested by 

Course, “there is a certain irreducibility of the Mapuche person, which makes it always 

more than the sum of its initial component parts” (2005:64).  

      A tentative analogy can be drawn here. The observed coexistence of entitlement to 

ownership extended to kin members and valorisation of individual property seems to 

parallel the model of personhood centred on descent and personal autonomy. This 

suggestion, which would clearly benefit from a more in-depth exploration, seems to 

confirm the point that valorisation of individual property in contemporary Mapuche 

society is a more complex an issue than mystification. In fact, the understanding of land 

division in Mapuche communities as a form of cultural assimilation ignores the other 

major observation, namely how local idioms and existing concerns have permeated the 

articulation of entitlement and legitimacy of land ownership. Among the Mapuche the 

concern over tuwün is not only reflected in the historical desire for documents and titles 

of property, but also in local articulations of who is rightfully entitled to own ancestral 

land. The following paragraphs will illustrate this point, before moving to the 

conclusion of this chapter which will discuss the disruptive implications of land division 

and adoption of titles of property, reflecting the wider context of awinkamiento. 

      Recent anthropological contributions have shown the resilience of notions of 

entitlement to land after the introduction of legal system aimed to regularise land use. 

Examples come from different regions. For instance among the Sereans in Fiji, land is 
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divided among clans on the basis of both legal models and the drawing of primordial 

points in the landscape, reinforced through ritual mediations and sacred centres 

(Abramson 2000b). Among the Mapuche the legal framework governing land access is 

remarkably more extensive. The introduction of private property, however, has not 

disrupted an articulation of entitlement to ancestral land based on autochthony. In 

general, given the nature of land as both a resource with use-value and a site of 

belonging, it becomes constructive to look at the tension between entitlement and 

property in different relations. As pointed out by Humphrey and Verdery, “just because 

someone refers to 'my land' does not mean that he or she is talking about private 

ownership; he or she might as well be referring to land over which he or she has only 

use rights but for which those rights are sufficient to think of the land as 'his' or 'hers'’’ 

(2004:12). This is also the case in Southern Chile. For the Mapuche the legitimisation of 

property occurs differently in property relations involving residents of the same 

community than those concerning non-indigenous landowners. While individualised 

land property is regarded as a basic right within the same community, the legitimacy of 

this principle is contested in demands for restitution of ancestral land owned by non-

Mapuche individuals, usually the descendants of European settlers.  

     As seen so far, non-Mapuche landowners might hold a legal title for their property 

but their ownership is not legitimate for Mapuche residents, for whom rootedness to the 

tuwün is what entitles one to land. While the owner of a tract of land within a 

Comunidad Indigena is the legal proprietor, legitimate ownership of land is discursively 

associated with rootedness. A consequential question is on what ground autochthony 

emerges as the principle legitimising ancestral land ownership by the present 

descendants. Throughout fieldwork I was exposed to different instances in which the 

rationale behind articulations of land entitlement based on rootedness were discursively 

exposed. Let us rephrase this by recontextualising some of the suggestions raised in the 

previous two chapters. First of all, the polysemic term mapu, roughly translatable as 

land, refers to both the ontological plane inhabited by humans, animals and spirit 

masters associated with specific natural resources (see Bacigalupo 2007, Grebe et al. 

1972 and Foerster 1993), and to the specific territory associated with tuwün. In fact, 

when asked in Mapudungun, a Mapuche resident always associates the name of the 

rural area or reducción with the term mapu, as in the case of “Reducción Contreras 

mapu mew” (literally, from the land of Reducción Contreras). Accordingly, mapu is 
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both the cosmos in its entirety as referred to in rituals such as the ngillatun, and a tract 

of land corresponding to an autochthonous dweller, the Mapuche.  

     The two significations of the term are brought together by an understanding of the 

cosmos as determined entirely by Chao Ngenechen. Although a discussion on the extent 

of contact in the relation between Christian and Mapuche religiosity is beyond the scope 

of this thesis, it would suffice to reiterate that Chao Ngenechen, also referred to as Chao 

Dios, is described by my informants as essentially the same god as that of the 

Christians. The only difference relates to the way in which divine intercession is 

requested during ngillatun rituals and Christian functions. This interpretation is 

consistent with ethnographic observations in other rural areas of Southern Chile. Chao 

Ngenechen is described as the owner of the cosmos (mapu) in the expression 

“everything belongs to him”, which many residents employ to describe causes for 

events in their life. Since Ngenechen or Dios is described as the creator of all things, the 

autochthony of Mapuche people is conceptualised in primordialist terms. Mapuche 

people trace their relation with the place of origins to the same moment of creation and, 

as discussed in Chapter 2, there have been cases in the production of myths and oral 

accounts of the biblical figure of Adam beeing associated with the Mapuche condition 

of autochthony.  

    As seen so far, entitlement to ancestral land is founded on the primordial nature of 

rootedness to the tuwün, upon which the condition of being Mapuche is predicated. The 

significance of tuwün in informing present notions of ownership can be seen not only in 

claims over ancestral land, but also in tendencies observed during the transference of 

land involving Mapuche residents. According to the 1993 Indigenous Law only holders 

of a certificate of ethnic belonging, known as Calidad Indigena, can purchase and sell 

land within Mapuche communities. While the present legislation provides opportunities 

to buy land in extraneous communities and move there, these cases are rare. Firstly 

because very few parcels are available on the market: something that can be explained 

not only by the limited purchasing capacity of Mapuche people, but also a certain 

refusal on the part of most residents to sell their properties. As seen in Chapter 3, land is 

considered the base for the survival of a household and its sale is thought to bring all 

kinds of detrimental consequences. The choice to sell one’s property and move to the 

town is considered unsound, as such a strategy prevents the possibility of the sellers 

returning to their homes when life in the town necessarily proves too costly. In general 
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urban dwellers decide to keep their properties and exploit them through share cropping 

with close relatives. Cases of Mapuche buying land in distant communities seem to 

occur primarily in the surroundings of the city of Temuco, where several Mapuche 

communities are clustered together. For many urban Mapuche the possibility of 

commuting from the countryside to the nearby city is desirable. Nonetheless, this 

phenomenon is very recent and still rare. 

      The second reason lies primarily in the difficulties associated with living in a 

Comunidad which does not correspond to one's place of origins (tuwün Map.). Mapuche 

households who move to an extraneous community do not have the opportunity to rely 

on the help of close patri-relatives, who are also neighbours as a result of preferences 

towards virilocal residence. Kin members represent a resource for all activities 

necessary for a household. Such a possibility is lost when residence occurs in 

extraneous communities and difficulties associated with travelling across the 

countryside make visits among kin members rarer occurrences. Generally residents who 

move to extraneous communities, either because of existing frictions with neighbours in 

their reducción of origins or for the possibility of commute to nearby towns, can be met 

with unwelcoming attitudes in their new community. As seen in Chapter Two, tuwün 

acts as a potential determination of the behaviour of members of the same rural area or 

community. Accordingly, unknown immigrants can be held in suspicion by local 

residents, despite their common condition of Mapuche.  

     As seen so far, the significance of tuwün to notions of landed property is reflected in 

the following fact. While in the legal system the land market is extended to all Mapuche 

people, transference of indigenous land tends to occur only among members of the same 

Indigenous Community. Residents can buy land almost exclusively from elder residents 

with no heirs, or from landowners who reside in the more distant city of Santiago and 

have no kin members using their properties. Generally, belonging to one of the rooted 

lineages within the community, rather than land use, emerges as the main principle in 

the legitimisation of land ownership. This is the case for those Mapuche residents 

working in nearby estates, who are likely to make small use of their properties and yet 

are considered unconditionally entitled to the benefits of land restitution. 

     This subsection has hoped to illustrate the resilience of notions of land ownership 

centred on the cosmological significance of tuwün, despite the strict regulation on land 

property relations imposed by the present regime of individualised property. After 
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focusing on the persistence of notions of land ownership and the desire for 

individualised land titles by Mapuche people, we can now turn to the disruptive 

consequences of land division, which will be contextualised within the wider 

framework of awinkamiento. 

 

4.3.3 Land titles, respect and awinkamiento 

 

    The process of land division offered the opportunity for Mapuche residents to adopt 

land titles as a measure against land expropriation by powerful landowners. While land 

division did not disrupt existing notions of land ownership centred on autochthony, the 

introduction of land titles and documents in general had a profound impact on relations 

among neighbours and kin members, which parallels the process of awinkamiento. As 

Section 2 of this chapter has illustrated, the adoption of documents and literacy was 

highly aspired to. As in most Amerindian contexts, education was desired as a means of 

aquiring the goods that make whitemen powerful (see Kelly 2010, Hugh-Jones 1992). 

This was the case for the Piro people of the Peruvian Amazon, among whom illiteracy 

was associated with a condition of powerlessness interpreted according to local idioms 

of power. As suggested by Gow (2001:208-215), accounts on early cases of literacy 

illustrated how writing was understood as a form of power jealously held by white 

bosses. Specifically, the authority of paper was essentially associated with the capacity 

to speak for others - an ability associated with shamanic practices. For the Piro, their 

inability to not retain writing justified the hierarchical division between “civilised 

people” and Indians. 

      Among the Mapuche, the authority of documents is not interpreted through 

associations with other forms of power, such as shamanic transformation. As suggested 

by Section 3 of this chapter, however, the use of documents by Mapuche caciques, as in 

the case of Nicolás Contreras, can further strengthen their authority by permitting them 

to relate to both winka and Mapuche people in the area. The acknowledgement of their 

authority was not simply based on pragmatism. In fact, the valorisation of a Mapuche 

individual is based on the ability to entangle a continuously expanding network of 

relations, a point raised by Course (2005). Accordingly the acknowledgement of the 

cacique's abilities by other residents encompassed practical concerns (how to defend 
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land against expropriation), but also the ability to engage in numerous social relations. 

The authority of the lonko headman was the result of a domestic education, which was 

fairly unique in comparison with other residents (Bengoa 2003). Attention was paid to 

oratory skills such that speech was an  obligation for lonkos. Although an exhaustive 

investigation of the relation between language and authority in Mapuche society is 

beyond the scope of this thesis, Clastres’s evocative model of Amerindian chieftainship 

immediately comes to mind:”Indian societies do not recognize the chief’s right to speak 

because he is the chief: they require that the man destined to be the chief prove his 

commands over words” (1987:153). Education, writing and documents were part of the 

language that Mapuche people learnt to employ in their relation with winkas. 

    To sum up, the adoption of documents and Chilean education had a practical function 

related to protection of land, but also contributed to the valorisation of the individual 

according to an ability to entangle social relations. Nicolás is remembered as an 

influential figure in the community, because he was well-known among both Mapuche 

and winkas. Nonetheless, relations with winkas and between Mapuche implied two 

different types of sociality, one based on the authority of documents and the written 

word, and the other customarily characterised by reciprocity and respect. Reliance on 

those practices associated with the winkas eventually characterised not only relations 

with Chileans, but also extended to modes of sociality within Mapuche communities. In 

other words, the attempt to domesticate Otherness failed, as demonstrated by its 

disruptive consequences for sociality. The contemporary use of documents and the 

impact of land division on relations involving kin members and neighbours will clarify 

this point. 55 

     In Reducción Contreras most residents know the exact extension of their properties 

and litigations over property boundaries are rare. Land titles are rarely used as property 

boundaries are known among all residents. In contrast quarrels tend to occur more 

frequently among heirs, an occurrence that is lamented by many residents as an example 

of awinkamiento. This can occur when numerous houses are located in parcels that have 

not been divided among heirs, usualy because their majority reside in urban centres or 

the property is too small to subdivide. Disputes can arise upon the return of one heir to 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
55         In this chapter I am not discussing an important colonial document, the Titulo de Merced, 
which instituted the original extension of each reducción at the turn of the 19th century. This 
document does not regard property relations among members of the same community. Its 
usage and interpretation by Mapuche people will be the focus of the next chapter. 
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the community. Generally when boundary disputes arise or when a resident needs 

information on the present legal state of a parcel, the plan of land division (Plano de 

Hijuelacion Sp.), which dates back to 1952 and is kept in the local cadastre, is 

employed.56 Similarly, this map might be needed for applications to state subsidies 

financing the construction and improvement of residential buildings (subsidio 

habitacional Sp.). The other domain in which documents are considered necessary is in 

half-share with winkas. While agreements with neighbours and relatives tend to be 

reached orally, share cropping between Mapuche landowners and winka machine 

owners require more formalised recognition (with the exception of relationships of 

friendship and mutual trust). Nonetheless, the use of documents in share cropping 

arrangement between neighbours is no longer an incomprehensible rarity, as it was in 

the past. 

     The reliance on documents in regulating property relations and labour arrangements 

among residents reflects the perception of a profound divide between the present and 

the lifestyle of the “ancient ones” (kuykifeche and los antiguos Sp.). We have seen how 

awinkamiento is associated with the declining reliance on oral agreements. Now I would 

like to reiterate this point by specifically looking at the negatively perceived 

consequences of the desired process of land division. As seen earlier in this chapter, 

land division allowed Mapuche residents to be better prepared against land 

expropriation by winkas, but property relations among neighbours and kin members 

were also profoundly affected. In Reducción Contreras the immediate consequence of 

land division was the dispersal of households throughout the community. Since some 

heirs were assigned land relatively far from their parent’s house, newly formed couples 

moved to their property in order to pay close attention to their land. In the 1950s most 

residents' efforts focused on their new properties. The relation between the recently 

increased attention to private property and individualism is recurrent in all historical 

accounts that I have been exposed to during my stay in Reducción Contreras. Such a 

phenomenon was also mentioned by the ethnographer and historian Tomás Guevara 

(1913 in Correa et. Al 2005:48) who, at the beginning of the 19th century, alluded to 

increasingly individualistic ways of life as a consequence of the need to protect land 

around each household against dispossession. 
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56  See Plate 2. 
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     As recounted by Ramón, a resident of Reducción Contreras, most time was spent in 

the new houses and the frequency of mutual visits declined in the following years. 

“People used to visit each other a lot. I was often coming late from friends and relatives’ 

house and my house was always full of sopaipillas [fried bread] ready to be served. You 

simply had to look whether or not there was smoke coming out from the house and you 

knew you were going to be attended. Nowadays, people do not visit each other as they 

used to”. Ramón’s impression was confirmed by most elder residents, who have 

occasionally described this tendency as “individualism”. While some residents see the 

decline of visits as a positive factor in the decline of alcohol consumption, the majority 

of local inhabitants feel that the decline in mutual visits is central to the general process 

of awinkamiento.  

 

       The detrimental effects of land division on social relations can also be seen clearly 

in disputes among family members after the introduction of individualised land titles. 

While virilocality is largely considered the ideal type of residence, uxorilocality has 

become increasingly common in all Mapuche communities. Aneucon, which my 

informants have literally translated as “to follow the woman”, is the expression that 

frames uxorilocality as the exception within the customary practice of virilocality. 

Although uxorilocality has drastically increased, men who move to their wife’s property 

are still partly susceptible to negative commentaries by their neighbours, who see them 

as unable to provide for their families. Land shortage is clearly a reason for the increase 

in aneucon, but its origin lies in the introduction of inheritance rights that have 

accompanied land division. Previously brides were expected to move to their husband’s 

property, which tended to be in a distant reducción. This arrangement was associated 

with the authority of the parents, who were able to entangle relations with potential 

allies and friends in distant areas. Usually land was inherited by male brothers and even 

after land division married daughters could donate their properties to their brothers or 

exchanged them for a small retribution.  Land division, however, meant that more and 

more women claimed their inherited parcels and as a consequence quarrels among 

siblings became extremely common after land division. In Reducción Contreras 

disputes were often centred on the right of male kin members to use their daughter’s 

property after they had moved to their husband’s parcels.   

     Eventually quarrels became less recurrent and individualised allocation of land was 

normalised through inheritance involving subsequent generations. Nonetheless, my 
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informants - who described land division to me as the legitimate recognition of 

individual rights - also drew constant comparisons between this process and the present 

extent of awinkamiento in the community. In particular, the increase in individualistic 

ways of life and the emergence of quarrels within households over land use were 

described in stark opposition with the customary respect (respeto Sp. yawen Map.) that 

characterised relations within the household and among neighbours. Throughout my 

stay in Reducción Contreras, respect was mentioned as the core of Mapuche sociality, 

and the divide between the past and the present of the community was often drawn 

according to the current decline of this value.  

     Let us clarify this point through brief examples of what my informants meant as 

respect, a point also discussed in the previous chapter. My host Miguel explained to me 

that his grandfather was never approached directly by one of his in-laws (chedküy 

Map.), but that all questions and requests had to be mediated by closer family members. 

This example is consistent with a common model of Mapuche sociality, according to 

which respect for the family (kimpeñpewün Map.) implies inkawün: mutual help which 

is unconditionally expected among family members (Millalén 2006:38). Similarly, work 

parties known as mingako used to be commonly organised for domestic and agricultural 

tasks. As older residents of Reducción Contreras told me, mingakos began with formal 

invitations of a resident to his neighbours who were supposed to never deny their help 

out of ‘respect’ towards their host. Mingakos could last from a few hours to a couple of 

days and guests were served drink and meal during the event. The introduction of 

technology, which has implied the possibility of contracting a machine owner 

(maquinista Sp.) for the cereal harvest, has largely determined the decline of group 

works, and many residents see the decline of the mingako as a further example of 

awinkamiento. 

        Changes in relations among neighbours concerning agricultural production also 

testify to the decline in the value of respect. In the accounts of the residents of 

Reducción Contreras, allocation of individualised land titles did not correspond to a 

great deal of concern paid to neighbours’ properties. Today, although animals are left 

grazing within enclosed parcels, they can trespass onto cultivated lots and harm crops. 

As explained to me, these occurrences were extremely rare in the past as animals used 

to be under constant custody and were enclosed only at night. Throughout my stay in 

Reducción Contreras this senario was raised on several occasions by my informants as 
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an example of the respectful attitudes of the “ancient ones”. Most importantly, 

documents such as share cropping agreements and land titles are often mentioned in 

contrast to the reverence held for the oral agreements that characterised relations among 

neighbours. As Jesús, a member of the community, once explained to me, the 

infringement of oral agreements was unthinkable to previous generations: “Back in the 

days, you would simply shake hands and that would sanction an agreement forever”. 

The breach of agreements was not only morally condemned, but also associated with 

the winkas who are often described as deceitful (engañosos Sp.) for their 

unpredictability and devious use of agreements. 

     What is significant to the scope of this chapter is that the declining reliance on oral 

agreements is part of a perceived wider crisis centred on the loss of inherently Mapuche 

modes of sociality. While documents and contracts formalise relations among residents 

in terms of limitations and rules, Mapuche sociality is characterised by a continuous 

expansion of social networks that are virtually perennial and reinforced through the 

exchange of help or goods (see Course 2005). The decline of the inherently Mapuche 

sociality is reflected in the concrete loss of formalised relationships of friendship and 

mutual help among neighbours. The best known example of ritualised friendship is the 

trafkin, which has been described by my informants as the most representative example 

of respect. The trafkin consists of an exchange of goods between two individuals who 

generally belong to different lineages. A trafkin can involve any object as the economic 

value of the goods exchanged is not significant: for instance I was told by a resident that 

his trafkin consisted of the exchange of a small number of pigs for a few sheep. The 

purpose of this exchange is to sanction a lifelong friendship that will be reinforced by 

the people involved in it addressing each other as tañi (my) trafkin from that point on. 

Today trafkin are very rare in Reducción Contreras and its decline is lamented by 

people from Reducción Contreras as an example of the negative consequences of 

“becoming winka-like”.  

       The examples of the decline of inherently Mapuche sociality and the value of 

“respect” serve to clarify how awinkamiento is perceived as loss. We are not facing here 

a concern for cultural loss. Among the Mapuche numerous traditions are negatively 

assessed as superstitions that belong to their powerless ancestors. Awinkamiento does 

not imply the loss of culture, a term that clearly bears problems of its own, but rather the 

decline in the value of respect towards the physical surroundings, as discussed in 
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Chapter 3, and towards other human beings. What is particularly lamented is the loss of 

those forms of sociality centred on respect and exchange that are fundamental for the 

realisation of the Mapuche individual as a real person. As suggested by Course 

(2005:86-97) the attribution of personhood, exemplified by greetings and elaborations 

on the significance of social relations, is based on the fulfilment of the individual's 

capacity for sociality. In other words, real people (che Map.) are recognised as such 

through their engagement with a form of sociality centred on exchange and predicated 

upon the autonomy of the individual. While customary forms of sociality are based on 

ritualised and long-term relations of friendship, the adoption of contracts and land titles, 

which were desired only inasmuch as they permitted communication with winkas and 

defence against land expropriation, reflected a historical trajectory towards despised 

winka-like lifestyles. 

     This chapter has hoped to show how the introduction of individualised landed 

property among the Mapuche was a process that reflected the ambiguities of “ becoming 

winka-like” , as both a lamented and desired process. In particular, land division, as a 

reflection of the wider context of awinkamiento, was neither a process of assimilation 

nor the unproblematic inclusion of Western practices, as in similar instances of 

“becoming Other” in other Amerindian contexts. Ultimately land division emerged as 

both an imposition of Western regimes of property with profound effects on local 

modes of sociality and as a process whose novelties had been applied to existing 

concerns. The present resilience of notions of ownership centred on the ideology of 

autochthony and exemplified by claims over ancestral land, reveals how the 

introduction of individualised land titles were welcome by Mapuche residents as an 

opportunity to protect themselves from land expropriation and endure in their own 

tuwün. While individualised land titles responded to concerns over tuwün, their 

adoption implied the loss of customary forms of sociality centred on respect (respeto 

Sp. or yawen Map.). 

       This chapter has explored the main focus of the thesis, namely the notion of tuwün 

as the main motivation behind claims of ancestral land restitution. It has done so by 

considering the question of how entitlement to ancestral land coexists with ambiguous 

perceptions of relatedness with the “ancient ones”. The idiom of awinkamiento has been 

evoked in the attempt to answer this question. This process can be better framed as the 

irresolvable quandary. In order to protect one's place in the tuwün and thus avoid 
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migration to the cities, Mapuche people, whose condition is predicated upon their 

rootedness with their places of origins, have had to be more winka-like by adopting 

Chilean education and the use contracts and titles of property in social relations. This 

chapter stands as the conclusion of Part I of this thesis, in which motivations behind 

land claims have been analysed by focusing on the relations between land, descendants 

and ancestors.  
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                        11) Map of land division of Reducción Contreras (1952) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12) School of Reducción Contreras. The plaque says: “The residents of Reducción Contreras 
and the Rockeffeller brother fund built together this school. They dedicate it to countryside 
children of Chile 
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     In Part II, which is composed by Chapter 5 and 6, the analysis of Mapuche land 

restitution will be explored by focusing on the process of claim staking and negotiations 

with the Chilean state. This part aims to illustrate how notions of place and land 

ownership, discussed in Part I, have the potential to be misunderstood, and are 

susceptible to adaptation through both the jural language of human rights and property, 

and the unresponsive attitudes by state functionaries and members of CONADI (the 

institution in charge of the land restitution programme in Chile). Land claims, which are 

understood by Mapuche claimants as political processes associated with their agency, 

will be ultimately presented as relational processes which bring together two 

interpretations of the meaning of ancestral land. Within this context, differences are 

further strengthened. Part II focuses on questions that are conventionally posed by 

political economy, by adopting an approach towards land demands by Mapuche people 

that is centred on the cultural logics behind notions of land and place. Given the 

relational characteristic of the land restitution programme in Chile, issues concerning 

alterity will be central to this analysis. 

     The two chapters of Part II will approach the topic of land claims among Mapuche 

people by focusing on two different elements that are central to all land restitution 

programmes worldwide. Chapter 5 is concerned with the articulation of boundaries of 

ancestral land and the use of colonial cartography. Chapter 6 will explore the triadic 

relation between land, ancestors and descendants epitomised by sacred places, through a 

focus on contrasting interpretations held by state functionaries and Mapuche claimants. 

Central to both chapters is the issue of cultural translation between Mapuche idioms of 

belonging and rootedness and the jural language of the Chilean land restitution 

programme. The local ethnography, which is set in the rural community of Reducción 

Contreras and in the offices of CONADI in the nearby city of Temuco, will illustrate 
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both the possibility of the adoption of the jural language by Mapuche people to frame 

the saliency of their ancestral land, and the implications of misunderstandings of the 

meanings associated with ancestral land for the process of land restoration.   
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     A large crowd of residents are gathered in the community building (sede Sp.).  At 

one end of the wooden building the members of council (directiva Sp.) and the werken, 

the spokesperson of Comunidad Contreras, sit behind a long table. The attendees are 

waiting to hear about the most recent developments concerning the negotiations with 

the agency of CONADI. For the last few months, the community council  have 

frequently travelled to the regional capital of Temuco to meet NGO members, 

politicians and state functionaries, with the objective of making a strong case for the 

allotment of land properties that lie in their ancestral territory. The werken José 

Contreras gets up, greets the community, and begins his summary of the latest 

developments of their claim on sections of the estate known as El Huadaco, which have 

been demanded as part of the community's ancestral territory. While negotiations are 

advancing, bureaucratic obstacles that include the apparent misplacement of key 

documents on their case in the offices of CONADI, keep arising in José's reports.   

     At the end of the werken’s speech, several attendees voice their opinions. Most 

residents believe that CONADI functionaries are trying to dissuade their community 

from fighting for their own land. Some overtly accuse the Chilean state of being 

deceitful, as it claims to help the Mapuche while in reality it does not respect promises 

made for the restitution of ancestral land. At one point Segundo reports a conversation 

with a friend from a nearby Mapuche community whom he has met a few days earlier. 

“He told me that there is another property not far from here that the owner wants to sell. 

We could ask CONADI to buy it for us. He wanted to know why we were fighting so 

hard for El Huadaco, this fundo (estate) lacks irrigation and all woods have been cut 

down”.  The werken replies by saying that the assembly has already discussed the issue 

and residents have decided to restore their ancestral land and not to be given some 
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alternative property.  Some residents would be living far away from their families and 

almost none are willing to be relocated to a distant property. Another attendee takes the 

floor. Juana, one of the numerous women present at the meeting, reminds the assembly 

that the demanded lots belonged to their ancestors and they are part of the daily life of 

everybody in Reducción Contreras: “even with my eyes closed, I can see the landscape 

of El Huadaco and El Panal”. 

     Episodes like this are common in all Mapuche communities involved in land claims. 

The dilemma of choosing between relocation in another rural sector as compensation for 

historical land loss and the more perilous path of land restoration (recuperación 

territorial  Sp.) is at the core of many of the discussions taking place in those Mapuche 

communities that have appealed to the Chilean state for restitution of ancient lands. The 

land restitution programme managed by the state agency of CONADI brings together 

state officials on one side and Mapuche communities on the other. Claimant 

communities struggle to convince the State of the tangible and demarcated nature of 

their ancestral land. When negotiations fail more vigorous steps are commonly taken, 

that include occupations (toma Sp.) of demanded lots. This is one of the origins of the 

conflicto Mapuche, a ubiquitous term in contemporary Chilean media. 

     This chapter will illustrate how land claims are informed by the saliency of Mapuche 

ancestral land, which is predicated upon memory and relatedness with the ancestry. The 

argument proposed is that the employment of the jural language of property in Mapuche 

land claims does not lead to the construction of an arbitrary mythical land, but rather to 

the translation of “ancestral” and “natural” boundaries into property limits, a feature that 

was alien to land use in the past. The implications of such a translation are noteworthy. 

This process, which is understood by Mapuche claimants as an active process, can 

strengthen their claims - and yet it has the consequence of justifying ownership of land 

by nearby non-indigenous landowners and thus delegitimizing future land demands. The 

translation of ancestral boundaries, which are drawn from experiences of places that 

both confirm and refute relatedness with ancestral occupants, into property limits 

ultimately reflects the historical adoption of titles of property and documents as desired 

forms of communication with the winkas, an issue discussed in Chapter 4. In the first 

section of this chapter the main suggestions raised in this chapter will be contextualised 

within the anthropological debate concerning land restitution. Section Two will offer an 

overview of the legal principles of the land restitution programme in Chile, in order to 
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illustrate its implications for claim-staking and negotiations. The last section will 

develop the main argument of this chapter by focusing on the articulation of ancestral 

boundaries and the use of colonial cartography within the land claim of Comunidad 

Contreras. 

 

5.1 Land restitution: a category of its own   

 

     In this section the major points raised in the anthropological discussion of land 

claims will be explored in order to frame the stance of this chapter, which focuses on 

one particular aspect of this process: namely the use of the jural language of property in 

demands for restitution of ancestral territories. Let us begin by looking at some of the 

most significant questions on notions of property, land and the State raised by the 

analysis of land restitution programmes. A growing number of studies on land claims 

have emerged in the last decade (see Fay and James 2009, Nadasdy 2002, Sutton 2003, 

Povinelli 2002 and James 2007) following the impact of land restitution programmes 

worldwide. The motivations behind the implementation of these programmes often 

depend on the historical contingencies of each national context. Works focused on land 

restitution programmes encompass land reforms in post-socialist governments (Verdery 

2003), land redistribution programmes in post-Apartheid South Africa (James 2006 and 

2007) and collective land claims by indigenous people (Williams 1986, Nadasdy 2002, 

Povinelli 2002 and Sutton 2003).  

     The noticeable heterogeneity of the social milieus in which land restitution 

programmes are carried out is an invitation to refrain from facile comparative 

approaches. Clearly there are remarkable differences between the concerns associated 

with the restitution of land to individual owners in post-socialist Eastern Europe, and 

with indigenous land claims in post-colonial contexts. Nonetheless, different restitution 

programmes are characterised by a significant commonality. As suggested by Fay and 

James in the introduction of the edited volume “The Rights and Wrongs of Land 

Restitution: 'Restoring What Was Ours'" (2009), restitution “requires us to think about 

property, social transition, injustice and redress, citizenship and community, the state 

and the market. In finding points of convergence between these diverse topics, the study 

of restitution prompts us to rethink each of them in turn” (ibid: 2). Accordingly a 
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comparative look at restitution programmes and their consequences on local populations 

can illustrate the possibilities for the emergence of new relations linking categories as 

diverse as property and place.  

     As seen so far, the significance of land restitution lies in its processual nature, and 

most specifically its ability to articulate new ways of thinking about land, property and 

the state. Ultimately the analysis of land claims raises numerous questions about its 

consequences. How are property relations reshaped? How is state power reinforced and 

resisted through land claims? These are just two of the many questions that arise. This 

chapter focuses on one in particular: How are ancestral lands drawn on paper? This 

question is central to all cases of indigenous land claims, as they all necessarily require 

claimants to signify ancestral land as demarcated land properties, when its saliency is 

predicated upon memory and significant features in the landscape. This process is far 

from unproblematic in numerous indigenous societies that have relations to the land that 

are at odds with the principles of property and mapping. Ultimately, as suggested by 

Fay and James, “the problem is that land claims are not indigenous processes, although 

they attempt to somehow reproduce traditional rights and claims” (2009:15) 

     The relation between property and ancestral land claims has been explored in 

numerous anthropological contributions on land titling among indigenous people 

(Povinelli 2002, Freire 2003, Sutton 2003, Nadasy 2002). Land claims tend to expose 

the divergences between two modes of relation between land and its dwellers. As 

suggested by Abramson, relations to land can be analytically divided according to two 

contexts, the jural and the mythical:  

“the relation of identity is linked to the mythical context under which the past is 

inevitably embedded in the land as inviolable substance. The property relation, by 

contrast, is linked to the jural context under whose jurisdiction the strength of 

each property, no matter what its history, rests upon the legitimacy of 

contemporary mediations rather than the authority of the past.” (2000a: 8)  

        Land restitution and the legal process of indigenous titling necessarily bring the 

two ways of articulating relations to the land together. Significant to the scope of the 

present discussion, the translation of mythical land into landed property implies the 

drawing of boundaries to geographically demarcate the extension of demanded territory. 
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Even when this process is conducted by indigenous people themselves, property 

boundaries are often arbitrarily imposed upon the local landscape.  

     The drawing of property boundaries exemplifies how land restitution programmes 

imply the imposition of Western modes of relation with land onto indigenous idioms. In 

particular, the legal recognition of exclusive rights of collective ownership might be at 

odds with local understandings of land as a substance that cannot be owned (Nadasdy 

2002). Among the necessary requirements of ancestral property is the geographical 

demarcation of historically occupied land. In fact, lack of definite boundaries 

delegitimises demands of land restitution. The bounded nature of ancestral property 

contrasts with the intrinsic features of ancestral land. As suggested by Abramson, 

mythical lands are characterised by fuzzy boundaries: “even when mythically imagined 

lands are legally delineated on paper, their boundaries and borders will tend to be weak” 

(2000:11).  

     The fuzzy nature of ancestral boundaries depends not only on historical time, but 

also on the fact that in most cases limits might have been intended as spaces of 

transition from one site of belonging to another, rather than a delineation of 

exclusionary rights to land use. For instance, among the Aboriginal people of Australia 

the landscape encompasses the substance shared by local dwellers and their ancestral 

beings, and prohibitions to enter specific areas reflect the division of land among 

kinship groups and their ancestral beings (Morphy 1995). The geographical division of 

Aboriginal territory is never perpetuated through the imposition of boundaries, but 

rather through a complex network linking the individual, his kinship groups and 

ancestral beings embedded in the landscape. Accordingly, while the legitimacy of 

landed property depends on their geometric shape, the salience of ancestral land rests on 

their dwellers' relatedness with the ancestry, whose memory is anchored to different 

elements of the landscape. As posited by Abramson, property entails “the separation of 

tracts of land from one another. Separated by boundaries, propertied tracts are mapped, 

measured and, if not physically, then at least conceptually enclosed. [...] Jurally, 

propertied lands must possess precisely defined boundaries and area” (2000: 15). 

     As discussed in Chapter 2, sacred sites, burial grounds and physical features 

associated with local history and mythology evoke images of the past, which contributes 

to perceptions of distance and relatedness with the ancestry. The embeddedness of the 

past in the local landscape emerges in different interconnected points associated with 
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practices and experiences. To paraphrase Lefebvre (1990: 193), ancestral lands, 

similarly to social spaces, are better visualised as spider's webs than geometrical spaces. 

Described as such the strength of ancestral lands lies in the complex network of places 

that evoke images of the past and reinforce perceptions of rootedness, rather than in the 

boundaries that are an intrinsic feature of landed property.  

     So far we have seen how land claims expose divergences between two modes of 

relation towards land. While the legitimacy of landed property lies in the demarcation of 

quantifiable geographical areas, ancestral land are significant due to their nature as 

complex networks of places associated with personal experiences, collective memories 

and ancestral presence. The divergences between landed property and ancestral lands 

have practical consequences or the way historically disposed territories are returned to 

indigenous people. In particular, the lack of defined boundaries in mythical lands poses 

a problem for indigenous claimants. In virtually all land restitution programmes the 

legitimacy of land claims rests on the present dweller's knowledge of the ancestral 

territory. The inability to geographically determine the extension of the ancestral 

territory can lead state functionaries to dismiss claims. Accordingly, as part of the 

necessary translation of ancestral lands into propertied lands, indigenous people need to 

frame boundaries even when their mythical lands lack these features. The clearest 

example of the difficulty in drawing boundaries comes from hunting societies, in which 

the same concept of land property is alien to local cosmologies. Let us clarify this point 

with an ethnographic example.  

     The Arctic people of the Kluane First Nation people have been involved in 

negotiation with the Canadian State over land access and self-government since the 

1970s. In this process they have adopted the notion of “aboriginal title”, a term created 

by Canadian legislators, in order to claim entitlement to resources in their territory. 

Nadasdy has argued that Western notions of property have undermined those beliefs and 

practices that articulate the Kluane relation to the land in terms of belonging and 

reciprocity: “the KFN people have had to learn a very different way of thinking about 

land and animals, a way of thinking that to this day many Kluane people continue to 

regard with disapproval” (2002: 258). Tensions between older and younger people arise 

as a result of the incongruous adoption of these concepts of land property. While 

younger generations are actively involved in negotiations with the Canadian state over 

the boundaries of their territories, the division of land between whitemen and 
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indigenous people makes little sense to older Kluane, since land does not belong to 

anyone (ibid: 148). 

     The demarcation of Kluane people’s territories is just one example of the difficulties 

of translating notions of ownership of hunter-gatherer societies into property rights. As 

suggested by Anderson (1998), among the Siberian reindeer hunters the legitimacy of 

extracting resources, such as meat and wood, is constructed around their knowledge of 

the local environment. Entitlement to resources and land among hunters is usually a 

dynamic process based on mobility, access to vast territories, reciprocity with non-

human beings and knowledge of the physical surroundings. Both hunter-gatherer and 

pastoralist societies are extremely mobile and Statist attempts to crystallize territorial 

rights are at odds with local modes of livelihoods. Access to the physical resources of 

these societies has been historically restricted through the expansion of landed 

properties. Land restitution programmes readdress this past injustice by returning land 

to their original owners, even though people like the Kluane have never thought of 

themselves as land proprietors.  

     Land restitution affecting farming communities is characterised by a different set of 

concerns regarding the definition of ancestral property than that associated with 

pastoralists and hunter-gatherers. In particular, notions of individualised ownership are 

recurrent in numerous farming societies, despite the lack of a legal system centred on 

property. In numerous societies land tenure encompasses usufructuary and use rights, 

individualised ownership and collective entitlement to land (see Hann 1998). Even in 

these cases, where notions of land ownership are contemplated, boundaries are shifting. 

In the previous chapter we have seen how before the institution of the reducción, 

Mapuche people clearly identified their tuwün, and yet those families who were willing 

to relocate away from their kindred could do so with the consent of the lonko headman. 

I contend that the coexistence of notions of land ownership and the lack of historically 

stable boundaries among indigenous farming communities has contributed to the 

tendency within agrarian reforms and indigenous land restitution programs of treating 

land for farming communities essentially as a quantifiable resource.  

     The history of both agrarian reforms of the 1960s and 70s and more recent restitution 

programmes in Latin America, illustrate how different national legislations tend to 

provide compensation mechanisms for land dispossession in terms of land subsidies 

rather than restitution of specific tracts of land. This is especially clear in agrarian 
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reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, whose main goal was the redistribution of land. For 

instance, the Peruvian agrarian reform, which began in 1968 with the populist regime of 

Juan Velasco, was designed to expropriate land from large holders with the aim of 

eventually instituting official farming communities where the local indigenous 

population could settle (Nuijten and Lorenzo 2009). The transference of land from 

landowners to indigenous communities who had suffered land dispossession was carried 

out by Peruvian state officials with no attention paid to the significance of local 

belonging and, needless to say, connections to ancestral territories. 

     In the last two decades, land restitution programmes have emerged as administrative 

processes regulating territorial claims by indigenous people, rather than a planned 

policy of titling and land redistribution. Land that is returned to indigenous communities 

is usually conceptualised as landed property that was lost to settlers. As in the Chilean 

case, the issue of ancestral boundaries is compelling because boundaries are necessary 

to define a tract of land as ancestral property. Accordingly, the collection of evidence is 

necessary not only to prove historical occupancy, but also the presence of a concrete 

historical property. The implications of translating ancestral into property boundaries for 

indigenous claimants is the central point of this chapter. I believe that a focus on 

governmentality and citizenship in studies of land restitution affecting farming 

communities offers a privileged look at state power at work (Nuijten and Lorenzo 2009 

and Tiedje 2009), but it leaves aside the analysis of the engagement of indigenous 

people with Western concepts and processes, within the same restitution programme. 

This concern is central to this chapter. The following sections will illustrate how the 

translation of ancestral land into property boundaries that is implicit to the Chilean land 

restitution, is better understood within the wider context of winka-Mapuche relations. In 

particular, the significance of ancestral boundaries is reflected in the use of colonial 

documents and cartography by indigenous claimants. 

     Land restitution will not be treated as the mere imposition of Western notions of 

property, as in the case of hunter-gatherers, but rather as the context in which 

indigenous people are actively involved in the translation of ancestral boundaries into 

legal limits. This process is problematic for Mapuche claimants, especially since the 

legal principles and procedures they are forced to follow are designed to restrict and 

control how many claims to ancestral property are regarded as legitimate. This is 

common feature of all land claims. As suggested by Kirsch, “the institutionalization of 
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forums and legal statutes through which they are organized — tribunals, truth 

commissions, land rights hearings, and heritage legislation — influence the form and 

content of the claims that are advanced (2001:170). The local ethnography of the claim 

of Comunidad Contreras will clarify how land claims are characterised by the 

participation of indigenous people, rather than their role as mere objects of 

governmentality. This view is consistent with interpretations by Mapuche residents, for 

whom land claims are generated by their autonomous actions. We can now move to the 

next section, in which the major implications of the legal frameworks of the Chilean 

land restitution programme will be discussed as a necessary introduction to the 

ethnographic account of the land claim of Comunidad Contreras in Section 3.   

 

 

5.2 Land restitution in Chile: development or restoration?  

 

     This section aims to show the legal premises of the restitution programme and their 

consequences on the process of claim-staking and negotiations between claimants and 

the State. It will also clarify how indigenous claimants and state officials see the same 

process, land restitution, in different terms. Let us start with a brief historical overview 

of the Chilean legislation on indigenous land in order to contextualise the trajectory that 

led to the restitution programme established in 1993. Since the implementation of Law 

4.169 in 1927, the jural system regulating land ownership among the Mapuche has 

gradually introduced mechanisms favouring private use and ownership of land within 

the reducción. The various laws that followed Law 4.169 had the shared objective of 

promoting individualised relations between Mapuche farmers and the State, and thus 

bypassing the representative authority of local caciques. These laws also established a 

special court named Juzgado de Indios, which allowed the possibility of indigenous 

communities demanding the restitution of land that was recently expropriated by estate 

owners through illegal contracts and extension of property boundaries. The number of 

land claims successfully won by Mapuche communities was minimal and land 

restitution remained an irrelevant issue in the agenda of the Chilean state for most of the 

20th century (Bengoa 2000 and Correa et al. 2005). 
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     This remained the case throughout most of the second half of the 20th century. The 

Mapuche population was the main target of public policies directed towards the entire 

rural population. In particular, social reforms sponsored by the Christian Democrat 

government led by Eduardo Frei Montalva (1964-1970) and the following socialist 

coalition Unidad Popular (UP) represented by Salvador Allende (1970-1973), aimed to 

tackle economic deprivation in the rural population regardless of ethnic affiliations. This 

objective also informed the Agrarian Reform, which began with Frei's presidency in 

1964 and was further expanded through an increase in land expropriations during the 

UP government (Steenland 1977). This programme was designed to expropriate 

uncultivated land that was part of large properties (latifundio Sp.) and redistribute it 

among rural workers. 

 

     Land redistribution in the 1960s and early 1970s affected Mapuche population only 

marginally, as land was generally transferred to the former workers of the expropriated 

properties. Beneficiaries of the Agrarian reform were grouped in different 

asentamientos, administrative entities created by the CORA (Corporación de Reforma 

Agraria) and received individualised titles within the collectively administered unit to 

which they belonged (Correa et al. 2005). Only those Mapuche residents who were 

employed in large estates affected by the Agrarian Reform benefited. Mapuche were 

generally a small minority within the asentamientos, as residents of indigenous 

communities tended to be employed in nearby estates only for occasional and short-

term tasks, rather than for wage labour. As discussed in Chapter One, Mapuche 

residents were enthusiastical about the prospect of Agrarian Reform, but their 

expectations contrasted with the eventual fact that land redistribution affected primarily 

Chilean workers.  

 

     The first attempt to institute a land restitution programme materialised in 1971, when 

a special commission (Comisión de Restitución de Tierras Usurpadas) was assigned 

with the role of settling existing land claims, and at the end of 1972 the Indigenous Law 

17.729 established legal mechanisms for the restitution of historically usurped 

indigenous properties (Correa 2005: 159-200). Although a handful of agricultural 

properties were transferred to Reducciónes between 1971 and 1973, the extent of the 

Indigenous Law was limited. On September 1973 Allende’s government was 

overthrown and, soon after the installation of the military regime of General Augusto 
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Pinochet, many public policies including the Agrarian Reform were overturned. In 

numerous cases expropriated land was returned to large land holders and the military 

regime denied there was any legitimacy in Mapuche land claims. 

 

     Land disputes remained latent until 1990, when return to democratic rule coincided 

with the emergence of a vast network of Mapuche organisations whose objectives 

included the restitution of disposed land. President Patricio Aylwin, the candidate of the 

left-wing coalition Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia, was endorsed by 

Mapuche organisations due to his electoral promise to implement collective rights for 

this minority (Richards 2004:129). In 1993 the Indigenous Law 19.253 introduced new 

forms of protection against land usurpation within the recently renamed Indigenous 

Communities. Most importantly, it established a system of land compensation for the 

loss of ancestral territories. The Fund for Indigenous Land and Water (Fondo Tierras y 

Aguas Indígenas), a department within CONADI, is responsible for the allocation of 

land properties. 

 

     The guidelines for the land restitution programme are established by Article 20 of 

the 1993 Indigenous Law57. This article introduces a programme of land subsidy for 

indigenous communities, which encompasses both the assignment of land as a form of 

economic aid and mechanisms for the resolution of land demands and disputes with 

non-indigenous owners. Two distinct sections of Article 20, named Letter A and B, 

regulate the allocation of land subsidies and the negotiation for ancestral land disputes. 

According to Letter A, parameters regarding levels of poverty, possibilities of 

employment and quantity of owned arable land determine the allocation of land 

subsidies to indigenous applicants (which can be a family, a group of families or an 

entire Indigenous Community) as the legal representative of the residents of one rural 

community. In case of a successful application, applicants often receive land away from 

their properties and thus move away from their community. An average of 14 hectares, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
57       While this legislation does not discriminate among indigenous groups in Chile, the vast 
majority of subsidised agricultural land is given to Mapuche applicants. Generally, negotiations 
over existing land disputes exclusively concern the Mapuche population, as dispossession has 
been a relatively recent process in Southern Chile, coinciding with the arrival of Chilean and 
European settlers at the turn of the 20th century. In contrast the Aymara, the second largest 
indigenous population in the country, has suffered relatively limited land loss.  
 




	��
�

an amount regarded by CONADI as sufficient for the subsistence of a family, is 

typically given to each household58.  

 

     Letter B of Article 20 regulates the arbitration of land disputes involving 

landowners, the Chilean state and Mapuche communities that are claiming the 

restitution of specific tracts of land lost in the last two centuries. According to this 

article, one of the main objectives of the Fund for Indigenous Land and Water is the 

“financing of mechanisms for the resolution of land problems”. Since this thesis is 

concerned with the process of negotiation and restitution involving the Chilean state, a 

brief description of the legal system regulating land claims and their arbitration will 

serve as a necessary introduction to my subsequent discussion on ancestral boundaries 

and the use of colonial documents by Mapuche communities.  

 

     Arbitration is a long process that is formally concluded with a land compensation 

assigned by the Fund for Indigenous Land and Water. As specified in the internal 

regulation of CONADI59, a successful claim must have passed through 32 different 

procedures that are divided into four phases. The first phase, Applicability 

(Aplicabilidad), concerns the initial assessment of the legal and historical evidence 

presented by the claimant community and is concluded with the approval of the case. 

The second phase (Viabilidad) refers to the selection of a suitable property to be later 

transferred to the Indigenous Community. While communities generally demand the 

restitution of their ancestral land, land properties in other rural areas (predio alternativo 

Sp.) can be transferred as a form of compensation. In the third phase of Feasibility 

(Factibilidad) CONADI functionaries and land owners negotiate the purchase of the lot 

to be transferred to the community after the completion of agronomic reports. The last 

phase, Realization (Concreción), refers to the closing of the deal that occurs when a 

notary records the new property title of the Comunidad Indígena in the local cadastre 

(Conservador de Bienes Raíces).  

 

     Statistical data on land subsidies portray a scenario of intense and stable activity 

since the institution of the land subsidisation programme. Between 1994 and 2006, 
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58      This measure is expanded to 20 hectares in certain areas where the soil quality is poorer.  

59      Information available at: http://www.conadi.cl/documentos_fondotierras/flujogramaeve.pdf. 
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96,206 hectares have been transferred to 8,619 Mapuche families. The majority of this 

land (72,286) has has been subsidised according to Letter B of Article 20, which 

regulates compensation concerning “land under legal dispute”60. The Chilean State has 

invested an unprecedented amount of public funds in development projects targeting 

indigenous minorities and land subsidies have benefited large numbers of Mapuche 

families. Nonetheless, the handling of negotiations regarding land disputes is subject to 

severe criticisms from Mapuche people. Specifically, the complex bureaucracy involved 

in land restitution has deterred numerous Mapuche claimants from entering land 

negotiations. 

 

     My earlier summary of the administrative procedures regimenting land claims does 

little justice to the complexity of this process. It is easy to get lost in its intricate 

passages and, in many cases, the transference of the property occurs many years after 

the Indigenous Community has presented its claim. The list of cases still under review is 

long, and frustration stirred by this long process occasionally turns into enraged 

protests. The failure of the negotiation process often leads to the adoption of forms of 

protest, such as land occupations (tomas Sp.), which have been repressed through 

military intervention and the application of anti-terrorist laws that imply the suspension 

of many civil liberties for alleged culprits (Bacigalupo 2007: 149). Occupations of 

CONADI offices in Temuco are frequent occurrences and are also related to the 

constant bureaucratic obstacles and the often hostile manner in which Mapuche farmers 

are received in these offices. During my stay in Southern Chile I witnessed several 

frustrating trips by the representatives of Comunidad Contreras to the head offices of 

CONADI in Temuco, where they could not be attended to because of the absence of the 

relevant functionaries. Obstacles, such as typographical errors in the registration of 

applicants, can also dramatically slow down the review of land claims.      

 

       As pointed out by Fay and James (2009: 1), land restitution programmes might 

generally produce unintended consequences by intervening on existing relations of 

property. The bureaucracy behind land restitution in Chile has not only caused the 

failure of numerous land negotiations, but has also generated inflation in the land 
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60      Information available at http://www.conadi.cl/ttierras/pdf/subsidio%20individual%20art% 
2020a%201995%202006%20060507.pdf and http://www.conadi.cl/ttierras/pdf/subsidios%20 
comunitarios%20art.%2020%20a%29%201995-2006%20060507.pdf.  
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market of Southern Chile and created the possibility for clientelist relations and political 

favouritisms. The first consequence of the land restitution programme depends on the 

legal premise of the 1993 Indigenous Law, according to which ancestral and historically 

disposed land can be allotted to Mapuche communities only if the landowner agrees to 

sell his property. In many cases, CONADI can compensate communities whose land 

loss has been proved with an alternative property (predio alternativo Sp.), if the owner 

of the disputed lot is not interested in selling it. During a meeting in Temuco, CONADI 

functionaries explained to the representatives of Comunidad Contreras that the initial 

resilience of many landowners to sell their property might depend on their expectations 

of the possible increase in the value of their property as a consequence of the State 

intervention. The urgency of settling a vehement land dispute between a Mapuche 

community and a landowner might not only lead to a more decisive role of CONADI in 

the negotiation, but also to an increment in the price offered by the State to the land 

owner for the demanded lot.  

     The other unintended consequence of the land restitution programme is the 

emergence of complex clientelist networks involving Mapuche representatives, state 

functionaries and rural communities. During my stay in Southern Chile I heard 

numerous rumours on state functionaries who have favoured the allotment of land to 

communities with whom they would later form partnership for agricultural activities. 

Legal action has also been taken against a few functionaries who benefited themselves 

with land subsidies. In numerous cases the success of land appeals depend on the 

support of CONADI councillors (consejeros Sp.). This agency encompasses both an 

appointed board and a council that is formed by indigenous candidates elected by 

indigenous people across the entire country. Councillors can often influence the 

allotment of subsidies and thus favour those communities that have politically endorsed 

them. Clearly while land restitution is theoretically carried out according to objective 

parameters, such as historical evidence of land dispossession and standards of poverty, 

the market and local political networks are determining factors in the way land is 

transferred to Mapuche communities.       

     Chilean land restitution has been the object of harsh criticisms by both indigenist 

organisations and conservative political forces, for whom allocation of land subsidies to 

Mapuche communities is considered a form of discrimination against impoverished 

rural Chileans. The Indigenous Law is criticised in contrast by indigenist activists. In 
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particular because the restitution programme is not accompanied by the recognition of 

indigenous rights over the extraction of resources in local areas, and land subsidies are 

primarily given to small groups of families regardless of their original connection with 

the ancestral land (see Aylwin 2002a and 2002b, and Instituto de Estudios Indigenas 

2003). The controversial relocation and division of Mapuche communities through land 

subsidies will be discussed in the next chapter. For now I would like to draw attention to 

the recurrent criticism of the restitution programme that concerns the use of proof in the 

review of land claims.  

      As indicated by the Commission for Historical Truth and New Deal (2003), 

compensations should be mainly directed towards those communities that had suffered 

substantial loss of land that used to lie within the legal boundaries of the reducción 

established at the turn of the 19th century. Such a legal premise implies that the Chilean 

state has not questioned the 1861-83 military invasion of Mapuche territory by the 

Chilean army and the subsequent jural understanding that the land is legitimately state-

owned (Toledo 2005). Significantly to the scope of this chapter, the use of evidence 

accepted by the Chilean state significantly restricts Mapuche communities' ability to 

claim their disposed territory. According to guidelines of CONADI, legal documents 

and titles of property are regarded as primary evidence, over archaeological proof of 

historical occupancy and oral sources. Land restitution in Chile is not different from 

most other programmes, in that claimants are asked to provide evidence for land loss 

based on documents that were initially composed to legitimise dispossession (Fay and 

James 2009: 6). 

     As seen so far, the land restitution programme in Chile is characterised by complex 

bureaucracy and highly regulated use of evidence. These features create numerous 

difficulties for indigenous claimants, who are often forced to depend on the assistance 

of legal organisations and involvement in clientelist relations with local politicians. The 

restrictions on the use of evidence posed by the restitution programmes also determine 

the legitimacy of each land claim and the geographic extent of demanded territories. 

Having said this, it would be a misrepresentation to describe Mapuche land claims by 

focusing exclusively on the limitations imposed by the State. As the next section will 

illustrate, Mapuche land claims are creative in the interpretation and use of proof for 

land dispossession. This point is confirmed by the fact that Mapuche communities and 

the Chilean state refer to the same process of land restitution in different terms. While 
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for CONADI indigenous communities are considered the recipients of a development 

programme centred on land subsidisation, Mapuche communities frame negotiations 

with the Chilean state in terms of land restoration. Similarly, land claims are described 

as struggle (lucha Sp.) rather than applications for land subsidies, the term commonly 

employed by state officials. A short anecdote can illustrate more clearly divergences in 

the interpretations of land claims by Mapuche claimants and state officials. 

        During my stay in Southern Chile, numerous visits to the offices of CONADI in 

Temuco and conversations with the neighbours of Reducción Contreras confirmed this 

impression. As stated in the institutional mission of CONADI, the main objective of this 

agency is to “contribute to the economic and cultural development of indigenous 

people”. In one occasion, I had the chance to converse with a CONADI official about 

the controversial issue of land restoration (recuperación territorial Sp.), a term used by 

Mapuche activists to describe the wide range of actions aimed at the restitution of 

ancestral territories. I was quickly reminded that the term restoration holds little 

meaning in the work of CONADI: “The Chilean State does not recognise the expression 

‘territorial restitution’, but rather ‘purchase of land’ (compra de tierra Sp.) for 

indigenous communities”. He also explained that the expression ‘communities in 

conflict’, often heard in the media, is also a term not used by CONADI. ‘Property in 

legal contention’ is a more adequate expression to define the wider context of Mapuche 

claims. 

    This explication is more than a concern over phrasing. The self-definition of the role 

of CONADI in settling Mapuche land claims is significant, as it reveals how Mapuche 

communities and the State see the same process differently.  Ultimately, divergent 

interpretations on land claims illustrate how Mapuche claimants see their engagement 

with the Chilean state as an active process. I contend that Mapuche interpretations of 

their participation in land claims are consistent with the possibility for the adoption the 

jural language of property to strengthen demands of ancestral land restitution. As the 

following section will show, this process is centred on the problematic translation of 

ancestral boundaries into property limits. 
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5.3 Boundaries, cartography and ancestral land  

 

5.3.2 The land claim of Comunidad Contreras  

 

     This section will expose the main argument of this chapter, namely that the 

translation of ancestral boundaries, which are drawn from experiences in the landscape 

and oral accounts reinforcing perceptions of rootedness to the tuwün, into property 

limits is achieved through the interpretations of colonial cartography and maps. The 

local ethnography will also suggest that the geographical demarcation of ancestral 

territory implies that non-indigenous ownership of land at the border of ‘ancestral 

community’ is legitimised. Suggestions on the use of the jural language of property, 

which was the focus of Chapter 4, will be contextualised within my analysis of land 

claims at the end of this section. Before focusing on the delineation of ancestral 

territories by means of oral history, experiences in the local landscape and the adoption 

of the language of property, it is constructive to briefly recount the history of the land 

claim of Comunidad Contreras to clarify how Mapuche communities are actively 

involved in the crucial phase of claim staking.  

     The residents of Comunidad Contreras describe their land claim as restoration 

(recuperación Sp.), while 'the land issue' is the expression used in everyday 

circumstances to refer to activities related to this process. Land restoration thus 

encompasses the recruitment of members, the gathering of evidence, the formation of 

alliances with NGOs, Mapuche organisations and Chilean intermediaries, the phase of 

arbitration with CONADI functionaries and various forms of mobilisation that are 

employed when negotiations are particularly slow. This process began in 2005. At that 

time the residents were all already familiar with the programme of land subsidy run by 

CONADI through TV news and rumours about the claims of nearby communities. Most 

residents were thus aware of the possibility of appealing for land restitution, but little 

was known about how to put forward an effective claim. In fact, their community lacked 

the contacts with councillors and functionaries of CONADI that would be needed to 

facilitate the review of their claims and the following phase of arbitration.  
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     The decision to embark on the long and costly land claim came with the election of a 

new community council (directiva Sp.), whose members concurred on the possibility of 

having their ancestral land returned through the legal mechanisms introduced by the 

1993 Indigenous Law. As seen in Chapter One, the Indigenous Community is 

represented by a few representatives (dirigentes Sp.) elected by the assembly of the 

community. In this case, the main ground for the election of the new council was indeed 

the articulation of a claim for land restitution. The months following the decision to 

begin a land claim proved very hectic. It was a widespread belief among all residents 

that the success of their appeal depended on the support of the entire community and the 

legal assistance of NGOs and indigenous organisations. The participation of all 

neighbours was indeed necessary not only to finance costly trips to Temuco, where 

CONADI and most NGOs are located, but also for the organisation of large meetings 

and forms of mobilisation that would help their claims.  

     In the first months the efforts of the community focused on the recruitment of 

members for the land claim, who would be benefited with land if the claim was 

successful. The process of recruitment was far from unproblematic. Old tensions among 

neighbours, such as those that divided the community between supporters and dissenters 

of Pinochet’s military dictatorship, had to be left behind. Many neighbours were 

sceptical about the success of the community appeal and regarded it as a waste of time 

and money. A main reason for the reluctance to participate in this process was clearly 

related to old suspicions towards the Chilean State, and more generally towards the 

winkas. As emerged in several discussions during my stay in Reducción Contreras, most 

neighbour's experiences with functionaries and local politicians were marked by 

occasional alliances during political campaigns and promises that are never fulfilled. 

Several stereotypes associated with the winka are also echoed in reflections about the 

Chilean state: “the State always cheats us” (el estado nos engaña Sp.) is an expression 

that can be heard during discussions on the latest welfare programmes targeting the 

community. Another reason for the reluctance of some neighbours to participate in the 

land claim was their worry about the prospect of a conflict on estate owners who were 

also their employers. Especially in those areas of the community that border on large 

estates, many residents had been employed as wage workers for generations and feared 

the loss of their jobs as a retaliation against their approval of the process of land 

restoration.  
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     Despite the efforts of more active members of the community to convince their 

neighbours, roughly twenty households decided not to be involved in the claim61. 

Eighty six residents, all of them holding the official recognition of indigenous affiliation 

(Calidad Indigena) were recorded as members (socios Sp.) of the Indigenous 

Community, an official representative body that would act as a legal entity (persona 

juridical Sp.) during negotiations with CONADI62.  Most members were living in the 

reducción, while roughly thirty were either residing in the capital Santiago or in nearby 

urban centres, from which they frequently travelled for events and meetings. In order to 

ensure equal redistribution of land among families if their claim was successful, the 

assembly agreed that each household could have only one beneficiary from each 

generation. Meanwhile Comunidad Contreras sought the legal support of two influential 

organisations in Temuco, Fundacion Instituto Indigena, a non-governmental agency 

affiliated with the local bishopric, and Observatorio de Derecho de los Pueblos 

Indigenas, a research institute specialised in indigenous rights. These affiliations were 

also facilitated by the expertise of three members of the community who work for 

NGOs located in Temuco. Once the phase of recruitment was over Comunidad 

Contreras began the collection of evidence for their claim, the phase this chapter is 

mainly concerned with.  

     In the official appeal for land restitution put forward to CONADI, Comunidad 

Contreras demanded the restitution of 1200 hectares located primarily outside the legal 

boundaries of the reducción established by the 1884 collective title (Titulo de Merced). 

The territory claimed lies within the four large estates (fundos Sp.) of El Panal, 

Pichinco, La Colmena and El Huadaco. None of these estates were claimed in their 

entirety but only those sections of each property that are considered part of the 

“ancestral community”. Two watercourses, the Huadaco creek and the Quino river are 

taken as the “natural boundaries” (deslindes naturales Sp.) of the historically occupied 

territory.  

     The case of Comunidad Contreras was not an easy one. Their demands concerned 

land that was not included in the original extension of the reducción recorded by the 
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61 According to a census in 2008, the number of households in Reducción Contreras was 100. 
 
62 This number was later reduced to 85 for the expulsion of a member involved in a dispute over 
the administration of collective water for the community.   
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1884 collective title. The ancestral land claimed by Contreras was lost before the 

institution of the reducción and the Chilean state never assigned them this territory as 

property. As seen in the previous section, priority is given to evidence based on legal 

events and expropriation of land can be easily assessed when it is within the recorded 

extension of the original collective title of Titulo de Merced. In the case of Reducción 

Contreras, only 60 hectares were lost to nearby estates through the illegal trespassing of 

fences (corrida de cerco Sp.), while the rest of the ancestral land was dispossessed 

before 188463. Accordingly, the claim of the Contreras rested solely on archaeological 

evidence and oral-historical accounts.  

     According to the guidelines of CONADI, the employment of archaeological and 

anthropological reports is discretionary and they are generally reviewed in the initial 

assessment of every land claim. The council of the community contacted the 

archaeologist José Saavedra to provide empirical data that could prove historical 

occupation of the demanded land. In August 2006 the archaeologist conducted a 

preliminary survey on one ancient cemetery (eltun Map.) located within the estate El 

Panal. A CONADI official was present during the two-day investigation, during which 

members of the community were invited to walk around the site to look for fragments of 

stone tools. In the final report Saavedra concluded that the retrieval of a few examples 

of material culture indicated the probable presence of an ancient site and recommended 

further excavation64. The report was included in the appeal of Comunidad Contreras and 

was eventually reviewed by a commission of CONADI officials, who did not agree with 

the conclusiveness of the evidence collected in the ancient cemetery and analysed by the 

archaeologist, in regard to the ancestral occupation of the demanded lot. Oral historical 

sources were collected in short reports compiled by indigenous rights organisations. 

Similarly to the archaeological report, these testimonies were collected in order to prove 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
63      In 2008 Reducción Contreras extended for 712 hectares, 58 hectares less than the 
original property title instituted in 1884. In a 1952 map, when titles of private property were 
assigned to all residents, the reservation extended for 724.8 hectares. As in other Mapuche 
communities, expropriation of land has been a gradual process. 
 
64     Seventeen ceramic fragments and parts of mortars (mano de moler Sp.) were found. The 
majority of collected lithics presented clear signs of human intervention, such as surfaces with a 
brown engobe (a clay slip covered by metal oxides or stains indicating domestic use of the tool 
and its exposure to induced heating). All the fragments were found in a 20 metres radius. The 
council of Comunidad Contreras keeps a copy of Saavedra’s report.   
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the historical occupancy of land lying beyond the legal boundaries of the community. 

Finally, the Titulo de Merced, the earliest cartographic representation of Reducción 

Contreras, was included in the appeal. The interpretation of this historical document 

will be discussed in the last section of this chapter. For now, let us continue with history 

of the land claim of Comunidad Contreras.  

     On February 2007, a few months after the submission of the appeal, CONADI 

officials acknowledged the legitimacy of the claim of Comunidad Contreras. This was 

an important step as it officially inaugurated the stage of negotiation over compensation 

for land loss65. Nonetheless, the beginning of the new phase by no means meant that a 

solution to the land claim was likely In fact, during the phase of negotiation several 

obstacles typically emerge and slow down the process of restitution. Moreover, the 

demanded properties can theoretically be transferred to other communities by CONADI, 

and landowners might abandon negotiations over the sale of their properties at any time. 

Comunidad Contreras entered this phase knowing of the difficulties experienced by 

nearby communities. There are various reasons for the reluctance of CONADI to fully 

satisfy the claims of this community. As explained by a council member, functionaries 

are generally reluctant to find a quick solution to claims over ancestral land, because 

such action would convince more and more communities to demand the restitution of 

their land. On occasions I was told by residents of Reducción Contreras that the division 

of Mapuche communities, caused by the relocation of families benefited with land 

subsidies, might be another of the Chilean state's strategies to break down Mapuche 

mobilisation. Finally, Comunidad Contreras was not supported by any CONADI 

councillor or functionary. As seen in the previous section, clientelist networks between 

claimants and officials are common.  

     As predicted by most residents, numerous difficulties were encountered during land 

arbitration. Only two of the three owners of the demanded tracts of land were willing to 

sell their properties to CONADI. At the time of writing, the claims to sections of lands 

that form part of the estates Pichinco and La Colmena remain unsettled, as these lands 

are not on the market. While some residents are willing to take more decisive steps to 
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65      An official document released by CONADI as Resolucion N. 9 of February the 5th 2007, 
“legally acknowledged the historical rights [of Comunidad Contreras] because they could 
establish territorial loss”. 
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demand restitution, others believe that their efforts should focus on the other two 

properties while waiting for a possible change in the intentions of the estate owners. 

Negotiations over the other two properties also proved problematic. Despite the 

intention of their owners to sell the estates of Huadaco and El Panal, numerous 

obstacles including the lengthy negotiation over the price of the demanded property, 

slowed down the process of restitution and caused frustrations to mount among the 

members of Comunidad Contreras.  

     At the end of 2006, tensions with CONADI escalated after the news that the estate of 

El Panal, demanded as part of the ancestral territory of the community, had been 

transferred to the distant Comunidad Paillacoy. The controversial relocation of this 

community, which will be described more at length in the next chapter, led to an 

intensification of the collective activities of Comunidad Contreras, including meetings 

with influential political figures in the city of Temuco and in the capital Santiago, and 

forms of mobilisation, such as road blocks and the occupation (toma Sp.) of the 

CONADI head offices and part of the disputed property of El Panal. These actions were 

successful in accelerating negotiations with the Chilean authorities, and the case of 

Comunidad Contreras was eventually scrutinised by high officials within CONADI. At 

the time of writing the dispute over the ownership of El Panal remains unsettled, despite 

advances in the arbitration. In contrast the claim for El Huadaco had a positive outcome. 

In June 2008, 365.64 hectares of this property were returned to Comunidad Contreras, 

an event marked by the celebration described in the Introduction of this thesis. The 

property is currently owned by the Indigenous Community and is agriculturally 

exploited through half-share agreements with a Chilean machine owner.  As the 

assembly of the community previously agreed, the property will eventually be divided 

into individualised lots to be distributed among the members of the Indigenous 

Community. 

     In sum, the ethnographic account of the land claim of Comunidad Contreras 

illustrates both the restrictions on claim-staking imposed by the land restitution 

programme, and the ability of indigenous communities to frame their demands 

according to the guidelines provided by the Chilean state. As in other restitution 

programmes, “the preponderance of state power enables the state to dictate the 

conceptual assumptions underlying the land claim process and the rules by which 

negotiations will proceed” (Nadasdy 2009: 87). Mapuche communities involved in 
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property disputes, however, do not see the restitution programme as a mere endowment 

of land. The residents of Reducción Contreras interpret their involvement in the 

restitution programme by drawing attention to their ability to use the legal mechanisms 

of the restitution programme. Legal documents and colonial cartography are used to 

delineate ancestral territories. Nonetheless, boundaries of ancestral land indicated in 

land claims are not simply arbitrary divisions of land. Through oral accounts associated 

with the ancestry and experiences of local dwellers, physical boundaries are able to 

reinforce perceptions of areas as either alien or familiar. Land claims lead to the 

translation of these significant features of the local landscape into property limits. 

    The following paragraphs will focus on the articulation of “ ancestral” and “natural” 

boundaries in Reducción Contreras by means of shared memories and experiences in the 

local landscape. They will illustrate how the ancestral boundaries indicated in the land 

claim of Comunidad Contreras are compelling features of the local landscape, inasmuch 

as the experience of local dwellers and accounts of the past associated with these places 

simultaneously reinforce relatedness with certain tracts of land and perceptions of land 

lying beyond physical boundaries as unrelated. 

 

5.3.2 Ancestral boundaries and the local landscape  

 

     Two watercourses are seen as the boundaries of their ancestral territory among those 

living in Comunidad Contreras. The Huadaco creek lies outside the limits of the 

Indigenous Community and is considered the northern boundary of the “ancestral 

community”. The Quino river is the Southern limit of the Indigenous community and 

estates lying on the other side of the river have never been considered part of the 

ancestral territory. While present and past activities reinforce ideas of a historical 

relation between the Huadaco and different generations of residents, oral accounts 

concerning the danger of crossing the Quino river reinforces a sense of unrelatedness 

with land located on the other side, which indeed is not subject to land claims. The 

ethnographic analysis of experiences, practices and accounts associated with the two 

watercourses will confirm this point. Let us start with the Huadaco creek. 
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     This creek is located roughly one kilometre north of the jural border of the 

community, which corresponds to a straight line running for almost 5 kilometres. Oral 

accounts and customary practices remind the residents of the significance of this place 

for their ancestors. Firstly, the Huadaco holds little importance for agricultural and 

domestic activities. As my host Liscan explained to me, wedako can be translated as bad 

water, and indeed the torpid water of the Huadaco has never been of use to local 

residents. Before the construction of a well in the middle of the reducción in the 1980s, 

those who lived near this watercourse still preferred to go to the Quino river to gather 

water. Nonetheless, the Huadaco creek is far from being an alien place and its 

significance emerges in relation to customary practices and rituals. 

      The watercourse is surrounded by native vegetation and the only cinnamon trees 

(Drymis Winteri) grow here. Although the Huadaco creek is rarely visited at other 

times, it is a crucial part of the organisation of ngillatun rituals. As seen in Chapter 5, 

canelos or foye are not only known for their therapeutic functions, but also for their use 

in rituals, especially the ngillatun. The extraction of canelo leaves is necessary for the 

erection of a new rewe altar, a practice known as amun rewe66. Moreover, before the 

ngillatun ritual starts old branches need to be replaced with fresh ones, an activity my 

informant described as “the renovation of the rewe”. Before a large ngillatun held in 

March 2008 a group of residents accompanied the lonko of the community, Nely, as she 

had requested volunteers to help extract branches during an earlier community meeting. 

The cutting of canelo branches is accompanied by a llellipun, an incantation in which 

the deity Chao Dios or Chao Ngenechen is asked for permission to cut the tree. This 

ritualised permission, which most neighbours say used to accompany the chopping of 

any tree, is necessary to avoid repercussions from the spirit master associated with the 

particular tree (see Chapter 5).  

     Trips to the Huadaco creek are not a recent occurrence in the community. While 

many neighbours have never visited this watercourse, those residents who had been 

involved in the organisation of the ngillatun in the last decades have always associated 

this location with the extraction of canelo branches. The trip to the Huadaco creek is 
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66     This ritual, which will be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 6, is also known as rewetun 
in other rural areas. 
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seen as an example of the strict reproduction of those practices inherited from the 

ancestors, which need to be reiterated with careful attention to details. The most 

knowledgeable neighbours in Reducción Contreras have described the complex 

ngillatun ritual to me as the way in which Mapuche people ask Ngenechen for their well 

being. Significantly, if the teachings of the ancestors are not followed, residents believe 

they will not receive those things they ask for during the ngillatun, such as good 

harvests and the restoration of ancestral lands. When Lonko Nely asked for volunteers 

among the attendees of a community meeting to help her in the extraction of canelo 

branches, she reminded the assembly that this practice has been reproduced through 

generations: “my knowledge comes from the past, this is what the 'ancient ones' (los 

antiguos Sp.) taught me and my family”.  

     As seen so far, the significance of the Huadaco creeks lies in its association with 

practices that are thought to be inherited from the ancestors. Accordingly residents of 

Reducción Contreras envision this place as part of their ancestral land. It is important to 

remark that this watercourse is not simply conceptualised as a feature belonging to the 

past of the community. Place names (üy mapu Map.) have  been the customary way in 

which the Mapuche people have recorded their physical surroundings and their 

knowledge has contributed to the awareness of the extent of ancestral territories (Duran 

and Catriquir 2007). Geographical features associated with the past, however, are not 

used instrumentally in the mapping of ancestral land. Rather they become important to 

current dwellers through practices that reinforce relatedness with the ancestry. Walking 

towards the Huadaco creek to pull canelo branches is not a meaningless act. This 

specific movement, which is conceptualised as an action transmitted from the past along 

all generations, exemplifies what De Certeau (1984) defines as a “spatial story”, which 

consists of the ability of the individual to signify space through kinaesthetic activities. 

As noted by Tilley (1994: 29), De Certeau’s concept of spatial story draws attention to 

the “art of walking as simultaneously an art of consciousness, habit and practice, that is 

both constrained by place and landscape and constitutive of them”. In this case, the 

Huadaco creek becomes known as a boundary of ancestral land not through information 

unconditionally agreed upon by all residents, but rather through movement carried out 

in the performance of practices associated with the ancestry.  

     Land beyond the Huadaco creek is not the setting for spatial stories associated with 

the ancestral past. In fact, movement away from this watercourse is performed every 
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time local residents need to travel to nearby towns or agricultural estates for work, 

purchase of goods and occasional visits to friends and relatives. Similarly the Quino 

river, the other watercourse indicated as the “natural boundary” of the ancestral 

community, is not only the legal boundary of the present Indigenous Community, but is 

also regarded as the limit of the ancestral territory of Reducción Contreras. Local 

accounts and perceptions of dangers associated with the crossing of this river reinforce 

the understanding of land beyond this watercourse as alien. Let us move to local 

articulations of this vital and yet dangerous watercourse.     

     The Quino river, one of the rare topographic features of the area without a 

Mapudungun etymology, is roughly 100 kilometres long. From is origins in the 

mountainous area of Curacautin, it flows on to become the major tributary of the 

Traiguen river. This river has a fundamental role in the agricultural and domestic 

activities of the residents of Reducción Contreras. During summer droughts, water is 

collected for domestic use and animals are taken to this watercourse to drink. Two large 

estates are located south of this river that have never been subject to the demands of 

Comunidad Contreras. Older residents say that another Mapuche community, that 

eventually disappeared during the 1861-83 war with the Chilean army, was located in 

this area. Segundo once shared with me an account that he heard from his mother 

several years ago: “there was a community on the other side of the Quino. Then the 

plague (viruela Sp.) began and in a couple of months the entire community disappeared, 

many Mapuche had to move elsewhere”. 

      For several generations, the crossing of the Quino river has meant entering the 

world of the fundos, characterized by exploitative working conditions and ethnic 

discrimination. Today several residents are wage workers in the estates located south of 

this watercourse, which they need to cross in order to reach their workplace. While the 

Quino can be waded in the summer, in the rest of the year access to the other bank is 

ensured by two log bridges built by the residents of the community. Several threats are 

associated with the crossing. The banks of the Quino river are particularly steep in many 

points and its flow is always fast. Several fatal accidents have occurred around this 

watercourse, although deaths were more common in the past. Workers in the fundos, for 

instance, used to drink wine heavily after long shifts, and workers who were residents of 

Reducción Contreras risked falling while returning to their houses by way of the log 

bridges. Crossers occasionally disappeared in the murky waters of this river, and while 
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in recent decades a more moderate consumption of alcohol has decreased the occurrence 

of these accidents, the crossing of the Quino river is still treated with great caution. 

Dangers can also be found in the thick forestation extending around both banks of the 

river. Mountain lions (trapial Map.) are thought to lurk in this area and although 

contacts with humans are rare, people who encounter them remember the sight as a 

terrifying moment.  

     The connotation of danger associated with the Quino river is also reinforced by local 

accounts on the presence of a spirit master, the ngenko. Examples of water sources 

inhabited by threatening spiritual beings abound in numerous societies67. Among the 

Mapuche most sources of water are thought to be inhabited and controlled by the spirit 

master of water which, similarly to other spirit masters, adopts the positive role of 

preserving and caring for vital sources, and yet can easily be upset and act 

mischievously towards human beings (Course 2005: 73-74). As discussed in Chapter 4, 

all sources of water including ponds and caves are associated with visions known as 

perimontun. However the different physical manifestations of the ngenko are generally 

witnessed around larger watercourses and lakes. This is the case with the Quino river. 

Since my arrival at Reducción Contreras in 2007, I heard various stories about 

mysterious apparitions of a half-fish woman (sumpall Map. or sirena Sp.) or the floating 

skin of a black bull (kürü kullin Map.) around this watercourse. In most cases these 

visions are very brief, and when witnesses bring friends and relatives to the scene the 

two creatures are nowhere to be seen.  

     All accounts are second-hand, as witnesses of these visions usually die a few days 

after the strange episode. I was told about the case of a child from Santiago who was 

spending his summer vacation with his relatives. One day he rushed towards his 

relatives' house to tell them about the presence of a bull in the Quino river. A few weeks 

after this experience the child died in the capital Santiago. I have heard a few accounts 

on similar events and was often confused about the interpretations provided by different 

tellers. Young residents do not know about the existence of the ngenko, and some 

residents in Reducción Contreras treat these accounts as legends (leyendas Sp.). 

Nonetheless the prospect of being in front of one of the manifestations of the ngenko 

causes uneasiness among many residents, as these visions presage future tragic events. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
67      Among the Australian aborigines, certain springs have been the site of disappearances 
traditionally interpreted as abductions of humans by evil spirits (Strang 2002: 6). 
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Despite divergent interpretations, the Quino river is ultimately a dangerous boundary, 

crossed in order to enter the alien space of the wealthy agricultural estates.  

     In anthropology much attention has been drawn to the threats posed by transgression 

into alien territories, since the seminal intuitions of van Gennep (1977[1909]) who 

suggested that the natural boundaries, which can be rarely passed without the risk of 

supernatural sanctions, are known among local population as the geographical limits of 

their rights and prerogatives. Among the various physical boundaries, watercourses are 

arguably the most compelling not only for their visibility, but also because the physical 

characteristics of water make this substance both vital and potentially dangerous (see 

Strang 2004, 2005). 

    In my area of research the crossing of rivers is not accompanied by rituals or specific 

prohibitions. Experiences and accounts about the past contribute, however, to a general 

sense of danger and uncertainty associated with large rivers. The Quino river is the 

setting of real threats and mysterious events, including the manifestations of the ngenko 

spirit. The liminal character of this watercourse is reflected in its ambivalent nature as a 

vital source for domestic and agricultural activities and yet a dangerous boundary 

leading to an alien space.  As Tiley points out, “boundaries are to do with creating 

distinctions and marking out social oppositions, mapping social and cultural difference 

and Otherness” (1994: 17). This is certainly the case with the Quino river, which 

separates the place of origins of the residents of Reducción Contreras with land owned 

by the winkas. As previously mentioned, land beyond the Quino river has never been 

considered “ancestral” and thus has not been object of territorial claims.  

     As seen so far, both the Huadaco creek and the Quino river are significant elements 

in the local landscape. Oral accounts and the experiences of current dwellers reinforce 

the perception of these watercourses as the limits of the tuwün shared by all residents of 

Reducción Contreras. Their connotation as boundaries is not predicated upon a codified 

set of knowledge, but rather on the everyday engagement with these topographic 

features. As suggested by Escobar, “places can only have boundaries in relation to the 

activities of the people” (2001: 152). The Quino and the Huadaco are remarkably 

different and yet share one common characteristic. Oral accounts and practices 

associated with these watercourses are conceptualised as inheritance from the “ancient 

ones”.  
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    As seen in Chapter 2, relatedness with the ancestors and rootedness to the tuwün are 

reflected in knowledge of the local landscape, which often includes features located 

outside the legal boundaries of the Indigenous Community such as the Huadaco. 

Ultimately physical boundaries are part of the ancestral land because they are associated 

not only with representations of the past, but also with practices and experiences such as 

the pulling of canelo branches and the appearance of the ngenko master spirit, which are 

conceptualised as knowledge inherited from the dwellers of the ancestral land. Finally, 

the ethnographic analysis of activities and representations associated with the Quino and 

the Huadaco suggests that boundaries are not the result of an ad hoc construction of 

ancestral land, imposed by the principles of the land restitution programme. Rather land 

claims imply the translation of ancestral boundaries into property limits. This point will 

be developed in the following subsection. 

 

5.3.3 The mythical land on paper   

 

     As previously suggested, the most compelling challenge for those Mapuche 

communities entering land negotiations with the Chilean state is to provide 

unambiguous evidence for the existence of a clearly defined ancestral property. This 

challenge is shared by all indigenous populations involved in land restitution 

programmes. As suggested by Abramson (2000a: 11), mythical lands are characterised 

by the fuzziness or absence of boundaries and are generally ascertained by way of their 

sacred centres. Sacred sites are compelling factors in entitlement to ancestral land and 

their documented presence can increase the chances of success for indigenous land 

claims. This is also the case for Mapuche ancient burial sites and ceremonial grounds, 

which are generally presented in land claims as evidence of historical occupancy. 

However these sites do not contribute to the geographical demarcation of ancestral 

territories. In fact, the influence of sacred centres gradually decreases with physical 

distance (Strang 1997: 257). In contrast, “natural boundaries” are persuasive means to 

clearly demarcate ancestral territories, and in land claims they are often mentioned as 

evidence of the bounded character of the demanded tract of land.  

     As previously argued watercourses can indeed be conceptualised as boundaries of 

the tuwün. They have never, however, served to geographically delineate access to land 
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ownership. Accordingly, Mapuche claimants resort to historical documents and colonial 

cartography to prove that their ancestral boundaries were indeed property limits. This 

strategy ultimately strengthens land claims, but with the spatial restriction of ancestral 

land non-indigenous land ownership in the immediate surroundings is consequently 

legitimated. The next paragraphs will explore this key point through the ethnographic 

analysis of the use of historical documents and colonial cartography. Let us firstly 

clarify the use of the term “natural boundaries” as a synonym for property limits.  

      There is no Mapudungun translation for the term “natural boundary”, which is likely 

to be originally drawn from the usage of Chilean and European settlers at the turn of the 

20th century. Early legislations on land ownership in the recently annexed Southern 

Chile employed watercourses as property markers. According to Article 7 of the 1866 

law, for instance, natural borders (limites naturales Sp.) should be preferred in the 

drawing of boundaries for both properties owned by settlers and reducciónes (Correa, 

Molina and Yanez 2005: 47). Older residents in Reducción Contreras say that large 

estates (fundos Sp.) generally extended from “river to river” (de rio a rio Sp.). 

Historical research seems to suggest that ancestral boundaries were more fluid than land 

claims imply. As recounted by Lorenzo Koliman at the beginning of the 19th century, 

neighbours and their families who felt uncomfortable in a reducción could settle 

elsewhere, with the permission of their lonko headman (Guevara, in Marimán 2006: 54).  

      This possibility ended with the institution of land property in the South and the 

foundation of the reducciónes. It is possible to infer that watercourses were 

conceptualised as boundaries, as is still observable today, and it is likely they served as 

limits for the jurisdiction of residential groups and the recognition of family use rights. 

Nonetheless, watercourses had never been property limits as they did not impede 

families from resettling in nearby areas away from their kin. Their present connotation 

of property boundaries is better contextualised within the history of contact with winkas. 

As in other colonial contexts, it was the presence of white settlers that sharpened 

consciousness of access to specific lands (James 2006: 100). 

     As seen so far, watercourses were not originally conceptualised as property limits, 

despite their connotation as boundaries. The question is thus: how have they become 

property limits in land claims? I contend that this translation has occurred through the 

use and interpretation of colonial documents and cartography. A look at the land claim 

of Comunidad Contreras can clarify this point. The community included the map 
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contained in the Titulo de Merced, the official title that instituted Reducción 18b 

Manuel Contreras in 1884, along with oral-historical sources and archaeological data. 

While this map simply proves the dispossession of roughly 60 hectares from the original 

extension of the reducción, the objective of Comunidad Contreras was the restitution of 

those territories that were occupied before the arrival of European settlers and were not 

included in the Titulo de Merced. This historic document was clearly mentioned in their 

appeal for a different reason. The map of this title includes not only the extension of the 

reducción, but also its immediate surroundings. Accordingly, this colonial document 

was interpreted as the geographical acknowledgement of the original extension of the 

community. In other words, for the residents of Reducción Contreras the Titulo de 

Merced proved that their physical boundaries have been acknowledged as property 

limits by the Chilean state.  

     In the Titulo de Merced the land conceded to the founding cacique Manuel Contreras 

is highlighted in red (see Figure 13). The significant characteristic of this document, 

however, is that a large area surrounding the reducción is depicted. In particular the two 

watercourses, the Quino river and the Huadaco creek, are clearly visible. For my 

informants this is the proof that the Chilean army was aware of the extension of their 

ancestral territory, known to local residents through oral accounts associated with the 

“natural boundaries” of the “ancestral community”. As the werken José Contreras stated 

during a community meeting, “The Titulo de Merced proves that we are demanding our 

ancestral land. This is our right”. While the presence of the Huadaco creek and the 

Quino river in the this map is interpreted as the recognition of the role of these ancestral 

boundaries as property limits, the Western and Eastern borders of the ancestral land 

indicated in the claim of this community are drawn entirely from the colonial 

cartography. It is plausible that the reliance on the ancient may for the Eastern and 

Western boundaries is due to the lack of nearby physical features that could be be 

unconditionally acknowledged as ancestral boundaries.  

     For the residents of Reducción Contreras, the fact that the Chilean state 

acknowledged the extension of their ancestral territory through colonial cartography is 

further confirmed by the jealous manner in which these documents are preserved. 

During my stay in Reducción Contreras this document was constantly mentioned as a 

proof of their ancestral territory, in both community events and meetings with state 

officials and Chilean intermediaries. Although the council of the community keeps a 
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copy of the Titulo de Merced, most residents are not familiar with this map, which is 

held in the archive of the CONADI head office in Temuco. A neighbour of mine in the 

community told me that the recovery of a copy of this map was a difficult task, and the 

assistance offered by NGOs located in the city of Temuco proved essential.  

     During my staying in Southern Chile I visited the CONADI head offices on 

numerous occasions and I was readily helped by employees working in the archival 

records, who were often glad to hear about a foreign observer interested in land rights. I 

was also given copies of various Titulo de Merced, including the one of Reducción 

Contreras. Back in Reducción Contreras, however, council members and other residents 

who had visited the offices of CONADI described to me their uneasiness in this 

institution and the unwelcoming attitude of State functionaries. On some occasions I 

was asked to gather information from public offices, although in theory this information 

was publicly available. During one community meeting, a council member thanked me 

for gathering information from CONADI: “As Mapuche, people in CONADI treat us 

with great suspicion and look down at us. They always welcome Piero”. For local 

residents, the idea that an institution of the State jealously guards historical documents 

and cartography is consistent with the role of contracts and documents introduced by the 

winkas in order to historically dispossess Mapuche land.  

     The unwillingness of winkas to share the power of documents, an issue that will be 

discussed later in this section, is reflected in a general aura of mystery surrounding 

colonial maps. In particular, the map of the Titulo de Merced is believed to be kept 

away from the residents because it can prove their demands. In contrast the map of the 

community dating back to the titling carried out in 1952 is generally known among 

residents, and they can resort to this document in land disputes among neighbours and 

in applications for housing subsidies. The perceived secrecy associated with the Titulo 

de Merced is further confirmed by the belief in the existence of other ancient maps. 

During my stay, I occasionally heard about another map that could even more 

unambiguously prove the extension of their ‘ancestral community’. There are no maps 

preceding the Title of Mercy in the area surrounding Reducción Contreras, however, 

and the belief in the existence of this map seems to originate in the idea that the Chilean 

state knows about the extension of their ancestral land and yet guards this knowledge as 

a secret.  
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     The assumption in Comunidad Contreras that cartography can effectively confirm 

land dispossession seems to reiterate general points on the nature of maps as forms of 

power. A rich literature has explored the relation between cartography and the 

experiential domain of local landscapes (see Gow 1995, Wood 1993, Gell 1985 and 

Orlove 1991). Much of the discussion has centred on the power of maps to regulate 

relations of dwellers with their physical surroundings by selecting specific features of 

the landscape. Generally, maps are intended to force upon local dwellers a 

representation of the landscape, which is detached from any engagement with the 

physical surroundings. As suggested by Ingold, “what the map affords is a 

representation of things in space that is independent of any particular point of view” 

(2000: 224). 

     For Wood, the power of maps lies on their ability to depict partial representations of 

the local landscape: “every map shows this... but not that, and every map shows what is 

shows this way, but not the other... Not only is this inescapable, but it is precisely 

because of this interested selectivity – this choice of words or signs or aspect of the 

world to make a point- that the map is enabled to work” (1993: 1). Maps are rarely 

considered to be necessary for local dwellers as a means of orientating themselves in 

their environment, but they become compelling in case of land disputes. For instance, 

Gow (1995: 56-59) has illustrated how the land title of the Native Community of Santa 

Clara in the Peruvian Amazon is a material token of a set of powers that native people 

have learned to use against their exploiters, but it does not represent their lived space, as 

it reduces the complexity of human relations that are visible in patterns of land use into 

the unidirectional relationship between collective subject, the community, and the object 

of ownership, the local territory.  

     The residents of Reducción Contreras do not need a map to navigate within their 

territory. Similarly to documents and contracts, the importance of maps emerges in 

relations with the winkas, as in the case of land claim. Maps, however, are not used as 

undisputed representations of reality, as among the Mapuche the extension of ancestral 

lands are known through local accounts and experiences associated with ancient sites 

and “natural boundaries”. The central point here is that colonial maps are interpreted 

according to existing knowledge of the mythical land. As in other Amerindian societies, 

they can be employed as means of protection against expropriation and assistance in the 

articulation of land claims. However this particular use is possible only if maps are 
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believed to be consistent with local knowledge and experiences concerning ancestral 

land. The malleability of maps is arguably a result of their function to represent an 

objectified reality. As suggested by Orlove, in contrast to the transient forms of 

representation such as speech, the permanence of maps “makes their content public and 

subject to multiple interpretations, since different people can view the same map on 

different occasions” (1991:4). This is the case of the land claim of Comunidad 

Contreras, in which a colonial map has been employed as the evidence of the awareness 

of the Chilean state on the existence of a larger ancestral territory. 

     As seen so far, colonial documents, which were originally compiled to legitimise and 

regulate non-indigenous land ownership in the South, have been employed by Mapuche 

claimants as evidence for dispossession of land beyond the jural limits of the reducción. 

This interpretation of colonial documents is possible as long as maps do not contradict 

previous knowledge of ancestral land. This point further suggests the salience and 

cosmological significance of tuwün as the site of belonging among Mapuche people, an 

issue explored in Part One of this thesis. This intrinsic feature of Mapuche cosmology 

might also shed light on some substantial differences with other Amerindian people 

concerning land titling and the role of colonial documents. As highlighted by numerous 

ethnographic works, colonial agreements and original land titles are revered as 

compelling forms of legitimisation among Amerindian people (see Århem 2000, 

Rappaport 1998 and Veber 1998).68 The recent process of land titling in Amazonia 

clearly illustrates this phenomenon. Among the Asheninka for instance, “documents are 

imagined to have significance in and of themselves and the cutting of a boundary is not 

only done to make a physical mark of ownership in the landscape but also as an act of 

symbolic significance that ensures the continued presence and official recognition of the 

comunidad” (Killick 2008:35).  

     Amazonian communities have requested the allotment of native titles as a 

legitimisation of their newly founded settlements, a historical process understood as a 

clear rupture with their predecessors living in dispersed and mobile settlements (Gow 

1991). In contrast, among the Mapuche perceptions of primordial and sedentary 

occupation of the tuwün are reflected in the salience of ancestral land and its 

boundaries. This brief comparison can help to reiterate the cosmological significance of 

the tuwün, as an inherent feature of Mapuche society. What is more, it illustrates how 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
68     For a similar case in the Pacific see Henare 2007.  
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colonial maps and documents among the Mapuche are not interpreted as forms of 

legitimisation for local communities. Rather, they can be disputed or - as in the case of 

Comunidad Contreras - employed as representations of ancestral territories and a 

powerful tool in interactions with the State. The knowledge of tuwün precedes the 

objectified view proposed by maps and documents.  

     I contend that the use of colonial maps in Mapuche land claims is consistent with the 

wider historical context of the adoption of documents and contracts among Mapuche. 

Both colonial maps and contracts are associated with the power of the winkas, which is 

desired and yet despised since it is at odds with social relations and experiences in the 

local landscape centred on notions of ‘respect’ (yawen Map. respeto Sp.) and intimate 

knowledge, exemplified by the model of kimün discussed in Chapter 3. Documents are 

thus not venerated as immanent sources of power. Rather they are desired goods, 

despite their negative consequences on social relations among kin members and 

neighbours. This point has been explored in Chapter 4, whose two suggestions in 

particular are worth recounting here. 

     Firstly, I have presented the historical trajectory of land tenure among the Mapuche, 

as a process informed by the desire to adopt certain forms of power associated with the 

winkas, such as land titles and written documents. Accounts about land dispossession in 

the past are often centred on the helplessness of the ancestors against settlers. As in 

other Amerindian societies (Rival 2002, Killick 2007 and Gow 1991), aspiration 

towards Spanish education is closely related to the desired adoption of land titles and 

documents against land loss and exploitation in the agricultural estates. This process is 

often described by Mapuche people as a form of instrumental learning from the winkas. 

It can be found in accounts of numerous historical circumstances, such as the adoption 

of horses in the war against the Spanish army in the 16th and 17th centuries and the 

adoption of documents to partially prevent land dispossession. Significant to the present 

discussion, the imitation of the winkas is also extended to land claims. A short anedocte 

can clarify this point.  

     During a meeting held in Reducción Contreras, a member of the assembly expressed 

his opinion of the knowledge of documents necessary for the land claim. “We need to 

learn to use contracts to get our land back from the winkas. This is what Lautaro did. He 

was adopted by Valdivia, learned everything about the Spaniards from him and then 

returned to his land to fight with his peñi [figurative brother, in this case fellow 
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Mapuche] against him”. The account refers to the relation between Lautaro, a powerful 

Mapuche chief (toqui Map.), and the Spanish conquistador and the first royal governor 

of Chile, Pedro de Valdivia. Latauro, who had been previously enslaved, became Pedro 

de Valdivia’s interpreter and assistant. After years of services, Lautaro escaped to reach 

Southern Chile and share the military secrets of the Spaniards with Mapuche war 

leaders. The Mapuche resistance, led by Lautaro, inflicted severe losses on the invaders, 

who were unable to penetrate further into indigenous territories. Pedro de Valdivia 

himself was killed during an ambush organised by Lautaro against the Tucapel fort. 

This historical event is known to both Chileans and Mapuche. In this case, it is 

mentioned to provide a representation of the relation with the winkas, whose despised 

power is desired in order to defeat them.  

     The other suggestion raised in Chapter 4, which can also be extended to land claims, 

regards the implications of the adoption of documents and contracts. The previous 

chapter has shown that the adoption of documents and titles of property has contributed 

to the preservation of the tuwün and the endurance of individuals in this geographical 

space, which defines the condition of being Mapuche. However the inclusion of titles of 

property and contracts in Mapuche communities has also led to a decline in forms of 

sociality centred on notions of ‘respect’ which, similarly to the condition of rootedness 

to the ancestral place of origins, is a compelling form of self-determination. 

Accordingly, I have presented the adoption of practices associated with the winkas as a 

highly problematic example of the domestication of Otherness. In particular, it is 

associated with the process of awinkamiento, roughly translatable as “becoming winka-

like”, which refers to the despised loss of customary forms of sociality centred on 

reciprocity and respect, and the introduction of more individualistic ways of life.  

     I concluded the previous chapter by suggesting that the adoption of documents and 

land titles is better understood as a twofold process. While it is highly desired in 

relations with winkas, reliance on contracts and documents among Mapuche residents is 

negatively judged and regarded as part of the process of awinkamiento. The use of 

colonial documents and cartography in land claims is accordingly not seen as a 

problematic process, since it is only restricted to relations with winkas, in particular 

state officials. Nonetheless, even in this case the adoption of documents and land titles 

is not exempt from negative repercussions and, more generally, from the connotation of 

the inclusion of practices and goods historically taken from the winkas as a desired and 
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yet threatening process. We have seen how ancestral boundaries are not arbitrary 

constructions generated by land claims. Rather, the Chilean land restitution programmes 

requires the definition of these boundaries as property limits. It is not likely that 

boundaries served as spatial restrictions of land access in the past, and rather they were 

generally intended as fluid demarcations of one’s tuwün. Residents had the opportunity 

to settle in land distant from their kin. Upon entering land claims, Mapuche claimants 

necessarily accept the translation of ancestral into property boundaries. In fact, this 

increases their chances of a successful land claim. The need to translate ancestral and 

physical boundaries comes with one potentially harmful consequence, however, which 

needs to be discussed. 

     The translation of ancestral land into delineated ancestral property implies the 

legitimisation of non-indigenous land ownership in the immediate surroundings of the 

ancestral territory. This point has an important and practical implication. In case of a 

successful land claim, Indigenous Communities are not permitted to participate in the 

land restitution programme for a second time. During community meetings in 

Reducción Contreras, the concern over future land negotiations was never discussed, as 

land shortage is regarded as a much more pressing issue to be solved through the 

restitution of their ancestral land. However residents were also aware that land shortage 

might emerge again in future generations, due to population growth and the reduction in 

size of inherited parcels. “What will happen when land is short again?” A neighbour of 

mine asked this question during one of the numerous conversations about the future of 

Reducción Contreras. Ultimately the translation of ancestral land into property 

boundaries implies the potentially harmful consequence of restricting the possibility of 

land claims in the future. This consequence arguably reflects the historical adoption of 

documents and contracts, as a desired and yet problematic process among the Mapuche 

people.  

     In conclusion, this chapter has suggested that the adoption of the jural language of 

property is understood by Mapuche claimants as a necessity in the relation with the 

winkas. In this process ancestral boundaries are not arbitrarily constructed, as they 

originate in the local knowledge of the tuwün. Rather, these meaningful boundaries are 

translated into property limits with significant implications for the restriction of land 

claims in the future. Mapuche land claims invite us to rethink the dichotomy between 

local knowledge and written evidence in the context of land restitution. The question of 
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whether or not the limits indicated in indigenous land claims correspond to the effective 

boundaries of the ancestral territory might be misleading. Rather than focusing on the 

irreconciliability of oral historical knowledge with documented historical truth as an 

ineluctable connotation of indigenous land claims, this chapter has advocated that the 

relation between local articulations of ancestral land and the production of written 

evidence through maps and documents might be a more fruitful field of investigation. 

The ethnographic account of the land claim of Comunidad Contreras will continue in 

the next chapter, which will focus on the other translation implicit in indigenous land 

claims, namely that between local articulations of the fundamental relation linking 

ancestors, land and descendants, and the cultural meanings attributed to indigenous land 

by non-indigenous people involved in land negotiations.  
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13) Titulo de Merced 18-b 

 

 

14) Reading the title of property of El Huadaco 
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     “A brawl between two indigenous communities in the Ninth region”. On September 

the 15th 2008, El Mercurio, the most popular newspaper in Chile, reported an unusual 

event. Two groups of Mapuche residents violently confronted each other. At least four 

people were treated in the nearby hospital of Traiguen for contusions and abrasions as a 

result of being beaten by wooden sticks. The ownership of a property formerly known 

as estate El Panal, was at the core of the dispute between Comunidad Contreras and a 

handful of members of Comunidad Paillacoy. The attempted arson by the Paillacoys 

against the rewe altar, located in the middle of the disputed lot and installed by the 

residents of Reducción Contreras, was the last straw after several months of tension. All 

of the regional media paid a great deal of attention to the event, while the Chilean 

population was confused as �
  why a fight had broken out among people who think of 

themselves in terms of brotherhood. Disputes between Mapuche communities and non-

indigenous landowners, including powerful logging companies, are known to virtually 

all Chileans who have been exposed to the “Mapuche conflict”, a term frequently heard 

in the national media since the mid-90s. However, no Chilean had ever heard about a 

land dispute between two Mapuche groups.  

     While many townspeople related this fight to the stereotyped character of the 

Mapuche as hot-blooded people, more careful observers were aware that the reasons for 

this confrontation were much more complex. Since 1993 the land restitution programme 

in Chile has been under criticism for its unresponsiveness to local concerns, and the 

brawl involving the residents of Reducción Contreras became an emblematic case, 

drawing attention from media and state institutions. In particular, for Mapuche and 
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Chileans sympathetic to the indigenous cause, the relocation of a group of Mapuche 

people to the ancestral territory demanded by a different community, was further proof 

that the State had little interest in the Mapuche point of view on land restitution. Land is 

ultimately given to Mapuche people as compensation for the historical expropriation of 

their properties, but little weight is given to the connection of the Mapuche people with 

their place of origins, tuwün. 

     This chapter will explore the complex events that followed the relocation of 

Comunidad Paillacoy to the El Panal estate. The local ethnography will suggest that 

state officials and Chileans involved in arbitration misunderstand the meanings 

associated with ancestral land and tuwün during Mapuche land demands. In particular, 

winkas and Mapuche bring different assumptions to the relation linking ancestors, 

descendants and land. To put it bluntly, for state officials Mapuche claims over 

ancestral land must necessarily be associated with an essential continuity with the 

ancestry that appears to be contradicted by the present condition of awinkamiento 

among Mapuche people. In constrast, the local idiom of tuwün, as a potential 

determination of the individual, is reflected in an inherently Mapuche understanding of 

ancestral land which is not predicated upon essential continuity between ancestry and 

present dwellers. This point will be clarified by looking at the relation between sacred 

places (lugares sagrados Sp.) and land claims. In particular, the analysis of the rewe 

altar installed by Comunidad Contreras in the disputed property of El Panal will 

illustrate how Chilean perceptions on sacred places (conceptualised in land claims either 

as symbols of land appropriation or as stable sources of spiritual power) reflect the 

equivocal nature of the wider context of meanings associated with Mapuche ancestral 

land. The notion of equivocation, which is borrowed from Amazonianist anthropology 

(Viveiros de Castro 2004 and Kelly 2010), will be discussed at the end of this chapter in 

order to clarify the divergent interpretations of the relation linking land, ancestors and 

descendants, which inform Mapuche demands of land restitution.  

 

     This chapter is meant to continue the analysis of land claims begun in the previous 

chapter. While in Chapter 5 attention was primarily paid to the adoption and adaptation 

of the jural language of property to strengthen existing boundaries of ancestral 

territories, this chapter is meant to look at misunderstandings within land arbitrations 

that have to do with the connotation of ancestral lands and the extension of assumption 

concerning the meanings of sacred places. Section One of this chapter will contextualise 
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Chilean expectations of Mapuche authenticity within general Western perceptions of 

indigenous societies. Section Two will form the main bulk of this chapter, and will 

clarify the relation between sacred sites and land claims in Southern Chile. In the last 

section, divergences in the meanings of sacred sites, ancestral land and the Mapuche 

idiom of tuwün held by Mapuche claimants and state officals, will be discussed within 

the analytical framework of equivocality. 

 

 

6.1 Strategic essentialism rethought  

 

 

6.1.1 The problems of essentialism as a concept  

 

 

     This chapter aims to illustrate how the triadic relation linking descendants, ancestors 

and land is at the core of contrasting interpretations by Mapuche communities and State 

functionaries involved in land claims. These divergences do not originate in radical 

differences in cognitive abilities, but rather in the epistemological premises upon which 

the relation between indigenous people and their land is articulated. In particular, the 

local ethnography will illustrate the implications of notions of authenticity and strategic 

essentialism for divergent claims that Mapuche identity is predicated upon ancestral 

land. I suggest that as a ubiquitous feature of State-indigenous people relation, strategic 

essentialism has a profound effect on how claims of self-determination (such as a 

category of identity centred on ancestral land) are conceptualised by national majorities.  

Strategic essentialism will be presented as a conceptual framework that determines not 

only the way in which the understanding of the relation between ancestral land and 

Mapuche people is objectified by Mapuche people, but also the way in which the 

Chilean State comes to understand this relation. Before exploring the ethnographic 

implications of this point, it is crucial to clarify my use of the idiom of strategic 

essentialism, which has emerged as a much employed and criticised heuristic tool in 

anthropology. 

 

     Strategic essentialism refers to the employment of images and representations of 

authenticity by subaltern groups for political purposes. The concept was first developed 



����
�

by Gayatri Spivak (1989) within feminist studies and gradually turned into a major 

category in anthropological investigations on cultural self-ascription. In post-colonial 

contexts indigenous populations have generally attempted to strengthen their political 

demands by reproducing representations of essentialised identity in accordance with the 

expectations of national majorities. A clear example can be found in the visual display 

of paraphernalia and in discourses centred on tradition and relation with the 

environment, which accompany the action of indigenous social movements. Much 

anthropological writing has focused on the question of whether or not strategic 

essentialism leads to a reiteration of existing hierarchical orders or to an effective 

destabilisation of the relation between subaltern and dominant groups (Herzfeld 2002). 

While academic production from countries characterised by the presence of large 

indigenous movements focuses on the authentication of essentialising claims of identity, 

anthropologists have paid close attention to the ways in which essences are constructed 

in practice and disputed in political rhetoric (Warren and Jackson 2002). The 

articulation of essentialised identities is characterised by two primary interpretative 

frameworks that are worth briefly outlining. 

 

     In the first case, strategic essentialism can be regarded as a mere political tool 

(Rappaport 1998). In this case indigenous people are aware that they are drawing from 

representations of authenticity in order to attain political objectives, such as land 

restitution. In the second, essentialised identities are not simply drawn upon to be used 

in the political arena, but according to a constructivist approach they serve to redefine 

identity for the political actors. Indigenous essentialism is thought to be able to 

effectively foster new political cultures (Escobar 1992: 77) and construct models of 

identity centred on symbols of tradition. This is the case in the Mapuche social 

movement, in which machi shamans have emerged as bearers of traditional knowledge 

upon which identity is redefined (Bacigalupo 2004). This particular interpretation of 

essentialism is consistent with some major points raised on the category of resistance, 

such as its capacity to affect the individual in creative and transformative ways (Ortner 

1995).  What is more, claims of cultural continuity, which typically accompany land 

claims, are never understood by indigenous activists as merely strategic (Hale 2006). 

     The two tendencies share a common premise - that the practices and discourses of 

indigenous people can be framed through the a priori category of essentialism. The 

relevant question is whether or not essentialising models of identities are understood as 
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such by the proponents of these models. Throughout my stay in Southern Chile I 

encountered circumstances where discourses and practices by Mapuche communities 

could be interpreted in the light of essentialism. In Part One of this thesis, I have 

focused on the seemingly essentialist claim that the relation between ancestral land and 

Mapuche people framed by the notion of tuwün defines the Mapuche person and 

society. I have argued that Mapuche identity is predicated upon the condition of 

rootedness and the potentiality of the place of origins to determine different levels of 

Self and Otherness. Tuwün has been presented as an essence given to the individual and 

shared among all Mapuche people. Significantly to the scope of the present discussion, 

the relation between land and Mapuche people as other categories of self-determination 

is ultimately understood as an essence rather than an essentialist claim.  

    Essentialism is thus a highly problematic category in the ethnographic analysis of 

models of identity, inasmuch as it implies the risk of appreciating the saliency of certain 

forms of self-determination. Instances of strategic essentialism can be clearly seen in 

actions taken during negotiations over land claims and mobilisations for collective 

rights. Mapuche activists have been extremely aware of the potential benefit of 

displaying traditional paraphernalia and delivering speeches in Mapudungun during 

meetings with Chilean authorities. Clearly these practices are understood as strategic. 

During fieldwork I encountered several instances in which Mapuche communities 

strategically adopted representations that could convince state officials of the urgency of 

the restoration of their ancestral land. My host Miguel explained this point to me by 

highlighting the difference between Comunidad Contreras and another community, 

which was involved in a dispute similar to the one concerning the ownership 
���������

��������������  “the Catrihual are advancing less than us in their negotiations, because 

they work as winka. They also have a lonko, but he’s barely there when the council 

meets important politicians. When we went to meetings when our women are dressed as 

lamgen, authorities treat us with great respect”69. 

     The question about strategic essentialism remains open. Is it a meaningful analytical 

category? On the one hand, the danger of imposing an understanding of models of 

identity as essentialist is evident in the fact that such an interpretation obscures 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
69        Note that the term lamgen, which can be translated as sister in greeting a woman or 
brother when a woman greets a man, can be used to refer to traditionally dressed Mapuche 
women in Spanish conversations.  
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significant cosmological concerns. On the other hand, strategic uses of authenticity are 

compelling factors in collective action by indigenous people. In this chapter the 

category of essentialism is not discarded. It is rather rethought as a conceptual 

framework adopted to interpret political actions. Its significance lies in the way in 

which practices, discourses and models of identity can be assessed as strategic, 

inauthentic and essentialist. More specifically, I am proposing a view of essentialism 

which is better contextualised within the Western understanding of Other societies. For 

indigenous actors strategic uses of essentialism can be a double-edged weapon. On one 

hand, it can strengthen land claims when practices confer images of authenticity to non-

indigenous actors. On the other, it can delegitimize claims when state functionaries 

understand them as strategic and thus inauthentic. Ultimately, strategic essentialism can 

be seen as a Western epistemological model, though the relation between indigenous 

people and ancestral land is known in terms that are different to those of indigenous 

cosmologies.   

     In Section Two of this chapter, divergences in the understanding of the relation 

between ancestral land and Mapuche people by indigenous claimants and non-

indigenous actors will be explored through the specific case of sacred sites and their role 

in land disputes. In particular, the use of sacred sites in land claims is susceptible to 

critiques of strategic essentialism by non-indigenous actors involved in negotiations. 

While the presence of sacred sites might effectively facilitate Mapuche communities in 

their land demands, accusations of strategic use of these sites can have the opposite 

effect. Accusation of strategic essentialism and unauthenticity by non-indigenous 

Chilean actors originate in a wider context of understandings of indigenous societies, 

according to which ancestral land matters uniquely as a sacred substance. This point, 

which will be ethnographically explored in Section Two of this chapter, can be clarified 

by contextualising Chilean expectations of Mapuche authenticity within the general 

Western opposition between tradition and change among indigenous people.  

 

6.1.2 Authenticity and the Chilean point of view  

     The historical treatment of Mapuche land by the Chilean state, which is reflected in 

public policies and legislation, has followed a pattern similar to other post-colonial 

contexts. In numerous countries, assimilatory processes have eventually given ways to 
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multiculturalist projects in which collective land rights are justified exclusively on the 

ground of cultural survival. In comparison with neighbouring countries, the Chilean 

process of nation building has been characterised by a more manifest denial of 

indigenous roots in the population and the need for an assimilation process has been 

justified on different grounds (Saavedra 1971 and Villalobos 1995 and 2000) and even 

with the consent of some Mapuche organisations in the early part of the 20th century 

(see Foerster and Montecino 1988). Similarly, the process of land privatisation in the 

reducciónes described in Chapter 4 has been designed by the State with the objective of 

creating individualised relations with Mapuche farmers that bypass local councils and 

caciques. As eloquently pointed out by the historian Pinto (2003), the relation between 

the Chilean state and the Mapuche has been one characterised by cultural inclusion and 

economic exclusion - especially in relation to agricultural production. 

 

     Since the 1990s, the previous intensively assimilatory project of the Chilean state 

eventually gave way to new policies focused on cultural survival. The land restitution 

programme instituted by the 1993 Indigenous Law exemplified a new attitude within 

the Chilean state, and although demands for collective rights had been largely ignored in 

the last 20 years, reparation for land loss in the past implied a reappraisal of national 

history. Chile in this sense followed a major international trend in the emergence of land 

restitution programmes that were initially thought to reshape the social order of entire 

countries (James 2009, Fay and James 2009). This global tendency emerged within the 

scope of indigenous rights movements in the 1990s, which were aimed at the 

recognition of difference within national political arenas70. As many indigenous 

organisations have claimed in the last two decades, however, many of the state policies 

that were designed to respond to indigenous demands and concerns ultimately reflected 

a “Western” vision of indigenous culture. In particular, authenticity became the sine qua 

non for the legitimisation of those demands justified on the ground of cultural survival. 

Such a critique also reverberates in inter-ethnic relations in Chile, and Mapuche 

intellectuals have pointed out at how primitivist representations held by the Chilean 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
70     A rich literature focuses on the process of democratisation and recognition of cultural 
diversity ignited by Amerindian movements (Van Cott 1994 and 2005, Langer and Muñoz 2003, 
Maybury-Lewis 2002, Postero and Zamosc 2004 and Yashar 2005). 
�
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majority justify the claim that their population has disappeared as a result of merging 

with the Chilean nation (see Chihuailaf 1999). 

 

     The dichotomising representation of Mapuche people in terms of either authenticity 

or assimilation is arguably a reflection of the wider Western understanding of 

indigenous history. In particular, despite the dynamism of all historical trajectories 

outside Europe, most Western narratives of indigenous people insist on their reiteration 

of ancestral practices and the arrival of Europeans as a moment that results in the 

disappearance of local agency and culture (Sahlins 1993 and 1999 and Wolf 1997). 

Such an understanding is closely related to what Rosaldo (1989) has vividly defined as 

imperialist nostalgia that emerges in discourses and artistic works as a sense of longing 

for early colonial contacts, in which the colonised objects have not yet lost their cultural 

features. Beside the representational and political implications of this discussion, it is 

important to notice how a different understanding of history is at play here. As posited 

by Jolly, the same processes affecting indigenous and European populations have been 

articulated differently: “diversity and change in one case connote inauthenticity, in the 

other the hallmarks of true Western civilization” (1992: 57). 

 

     Representations of indigenous people centred on authenticity presuppose the 

unproblematic continuity between ancestry and present-day people. As suggested by 

Ingold (2000), these representations belong soundly to an epistemological tendency 

defined as “the genealogical model”, in which the idiom of descent frames 

interpretations of indigenous societies. According to this model, “present-day 

indigenous people [...] are in some sense “the same” as the people who were there at the 

very beginning, because the former are descended from the latter” (2000: 135). 

Accordingly, land is the undifferentiated setting of the reiteration of knowledge and 

substance along the descent. As Part I of this thesis has sought to show, the genealogical 

model is also a misrepresentation of Mapuche relations with their ancestry. According to 

the model of küpal and tuwün, essence is inherited from the past through descent and 

the geographical location corresponding to the place of origins of the individual. 

However, the autonomous action of the individual signifies these two components as 

potential influences, rather than serving to determine indigenous people, as the 

genealogical model posits.  
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     In contrast, the relational model proposed by Ingold as a viable alternative to the 

genealogical model of indigenous societies offers more suggestive points of comparison 

with present-day Mapuche engagements with their physical surroundings discussed in 

Chapter 3. In the relational approach, in fact, “both cultural knowledge and bodily 

substance are seen to undergo continuous generation in the context of an ongoing 

engagement with the land and with the being –human non-human- that dwell therein” 

(Ingold 2000: 133). Although the genealogical model works as a simplification of 

indigenous societies, as evident in Western representations, its has resounding 

implications in the context of indigenous-State relations. For Ingold, “the genealogical 

model is deeply implicated in the discourse of the state: indeed it is the principle source 

of legitimisation for the state’s sovereign entitlement to defend and administer its 

territory in the name of the nation” (2000: 151). Although the genealogical model 

clearly contradicts their daily experiences, indigenous people adopt it in order to 

articulate claims of difference with the national majority. 

 

     Chilean interpretations of contemporary Mapuche society are largely inspired by the 

dichotomy between assimilation and authenticity. In particular, the adoption of 

lifestyles that apparently contradict customary practices is interpreted by some Chilean 

historians as the proof of the effective assimilation of this population, rather than as a 

historical necessity71. The implication of this argument is significant, inasmuch as it 

permeates interpretations of Mapuche demands, including the restoration of ancestral 

territories. This leads us to the central point of this chapter: that the misunderstanding 

between the State and Mapuche claimants turns on the meaning of ancestral land which 

for the State matters solely on the ground of continuity with the ancestry.  

 

      Since Clifford’s (1988) account of the 1976 land claim by the north-American 

Mashpee, attention has been paid to how authenticity has emerged as a determining 

factor in the entitlement to ownership rights on ancestral territories. In most national 

contexts where land restitution programmes have been recently designed to redress 

historic dispossession of land, demands for ancient territories are associated by national 

majorities with expectations of authenticity that might arguably lead to “neo-traditional 

forms of subjection” (Fay and James 2009: 2). This is the case of Australia, where since 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
71     The thesis of Villalobos (1995 and 2000) on the disappearance of Mapuche society has 
caused inflammatory responses by Mapuche activists.  
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the 1970s the gradual recognition of non-European forms of ownership through 

aboriginal titling (Strang 2000) has been accompanied by the necessity demands 

imposed on native populations to identify with unrealistic standards of traditional 

culture. As vigorously argued by Povinelli, multicultural forms of recognition work to 

inspire “subaltern and minority subjects to identify with the impossible object of an 

authentic self-identity, [i.e.] a domesticated, non-conflictual traditional form of sociality 

and (inter)subjectivity” (2002: 6). Expectations of authenticity extended over Aboriginal 

people are generated not from long histories of inter-ethnic contact, but rather from 

views of spiritual being drawn from recent trends in the market, which holds some 

group of people accountable for images of the uncanny in the midst of perceptions of 

assimilation caused by the global market itself (Povinelli 2000).  

 

     The Australian case is not isolated, as multicultural forms of recognition that impose 

standards of authenticity can be observed in other countries with indigenous minorities, 

including Chile. Historically, an aggressive form of assimilation exemplified by the 

nationalist programme of the military dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet (1973-

1989), has eventually given way to national agendas in which Mapuche authorities, 

such as the machi-shamans, are represented as “agentless symbols of indigenousness” 

(Bacigalupo 2007: 155). The question whether or not the Chilean discourse on Mapuche 

authenticity is a form of domination is not the main concern of this thesis. My concern 

here is to show that Chilean expectations of authenticity imposed onto Mapuche 

communities entering land negotiations are not only, as expected, responsible for forms 

of strategic essentialism by indigenous actors, but also reflect genuine 

misunderstandings of how ancestral land matters for Mapuche people. The next section 

will explore the source of this divergences by focusing on “sacred sites” (lugares 

sagrados Sp.) and their role in legitimising entitlement to ancestral land. The account of 

the dispute over the rewe altar installed by Comunidad Contreras mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter will ethnographically ground this discussion 
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6.2 The contested rewe 

 

6.2.1 The land dispute over El Panal estate      

 

     Section Two of this chapter will illustrate divergences between Mapuche claimants 

and state officials in the interpretation of sacred sites lying within ancestral land. The 

local ethnography will suggest that dichotomising Chilean interpretations of Mapuche 

sacred sites involved in land disputes (as either instances of strategic essentialism or as 

examples of an ancestral cult expressing an unproblematic continuity with the past) 

reflect wider differences in the meaning of ancestral land among Mapuche people and 

the Chilean state. Before exploring this point, a clarification is needed. In the previous 

chapters, I have presented a dichotomy between the Chilean state's concept of land as a 

mere economic resource and the significance of land as both an economic resource and 

a site of belonging for Mapuche people. Although the guidelines of the land restitution 

programme indicate that land is subsidised to Mapuche communities as a compensation 

for property loss and an economic aid against poverty, the solution of disputes over 

ancestral land ultimately depends on the review of the case by state functionaries. 

Mapuche communities enter lengthy negotiations with the objective of pressurising 

officials at CONADI and other influential mediators to find a satisfying solution to their 

demands. More specifically, the involvement of the State in the resolution of land 

disputes implies an increase in monetary resources to finance the acquisition of those 

properties owned by non-indigenous landowners and demanded by Mapuche 

communities as ancestral land.  

     In this section divergences on the interpretation of sacred sites and their role in land 

claims will be presented through the ethnographic analysis of the role of a rewe altar 

installed by the members of Comunidad Contreras in the property El Panal, which 

forms part of their demanded ancestral territory. The rewe altar had emerged as a key 

factor in the legal dispute on this property, which originated with the relocation 

sponsored by CONADI officials of another Mapuche community into this lot. Before 
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exploring the role of the rewe altar in this contention, it is helpful to summarise the 

major events that led to the El Panal dispute. In 2006 Comunidad Contreras entered a 

phase of negotiation with CONADI officials for the restitution of their ancestral 

territory that corresponds to parts of four large estates, which are located outside the 

existing legal boundaries of the Indigenous Community. Of these properties, the 

transference of the El Panal estate proved a particularly intricate process due to the 

relocation of Comunidad Paillacoy, a community from the municipality of Collipulli, 

located roughly 90 kilometres away from this property72. 

     At the end of 2006, the council of Comunidad Contreras was informed by a 

CONADI functionary that the El Panal estate had been transferred to Comunidad 

Paillacoy after the purchase of this estate from the previous Chilean landowner. For the 

residents of Reducción Contreras, this decision looked unsound and unjust. They 

immediately asked for the intervention of indigenous organisations and influential 

intermediaries (garantes Sp.), such as the bishop of Temuco, in order to request the 

reversal of this decision by CONADI officials73. CONADI officials were reluctant to 

consider annulling the transference of the El Panal property to Comunidad Paillacoy, 

because not only would this process have been bureaucratically extremely complex, but 

also the reversal of this decision would have been equivalent to an admission of guilt for 

authorising the relocation of Mapuche rural residents to land demanded by another 

Indigenous Community. Most importantly, a few months later it became evident that the 

relocation of Comunidad Paillacoy was accompanied by misappropriation of public 

funds, that implicated several councillors and CONADI employees.  

     In the meantime, the council of Comunidad Paillacoy rejected all Comunidad 

Contreras' invitations to discuss the possibility of finding an alternative solution to their 

land claims. While Comunidad Contreras felt that the El Panal estate belonged to them 

because it was part of their ancestral territory, the Paillacoys were not willing to be 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
72�����������������The historian Florencia Mallon has presented a case of relocation in her local history 
of the community Nicolás Ailío (2005).  
�
73        The case of Comunidad Contreras was discussed in a few short reports (informe Sp.) 
compiled by indigenous organisations, which were aimed at criticising the policy of relocation of 
Mapuche communities. The most extensive work was carried out by three researchers 
associated with the Observatorio de Derecho de los Pueblos Indigenas, a research institute 
focused on indigenous rights (Gonzalez, Meza-Lopehandia and Sanchez 2007). The 
collaboration of anthropologists in indigenous land claims is common in most Latin American 
countries (see Oliveira Filho 2002 for the Brazilian case). 
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further relocated. Since a solution to this dispute seemed particularly difficult, 

Comunidad Contreras decided to take decisive forms of mobilisation in order to 

convince the Chilean State to overturn the ownership of El Panal. Marches involving 

numerous residents were organised in the city of Temuco. In one circumstance a few 

residents locked the entrance of the CONADI head office, thus preventing the normal 

running of this agency for a few hours. The occupation (toma Sp.) was reported by 

national media and the case of Comunidad Contreras became known among those 

Chilean politicians attentive to indigenous rights. Meetings with influential mediators 

continued throughout 2006 and 2007 and through the mediation of local senator Muñoz-

Barra, president Michelle Bachelet received a few members of the community in her 

office in Santiago to hear about their case. This event is remembered with great pride by 

all residents, who often mentioned it as the apex of their efforts to attain the restitution 

of ancestral land. 

     Despite Comunidad Contreras' efforts  to negotiate a satisfactory solution to their 

land demands with the Chilean state, the dispute over El Panal seemed to have ground 

to a halt. Only in October 2007 did an unforeseeable development bring new hopes to 

the residents of Reducción Contreras. A group of residents from Comunidad Paillacoy 

approached the spokesperson (werken Sp.) of Contreras, and revealed that only a few 

members of their community moved to El Panal and the assets derived from the 

agricultural use of this lot were redistributed only among council members and a few 

other residents. Serious allegations concerning this patent case of misappropriation of 

public funds were also directed at CONADI functionaries. In particular, the residents of 

Comunidad Paillacoy suggested that compensation derived from the exploitation of the 

El Panal estate was given by the council of their community to a couple of state 

functionaries in exchange for their support in the allocation of this property. 

     At the end of 2007 the majority of residents of Comunidad Paillacoy, which had 

been excluded from land allotment by the representatives of their community, agreed to 

have new elections for their council (directiva Sp.). Soon after its election, the new 

council reached an agreement with Comunidad Contreras, according to which 

Paillacoys recognised the ancestral rights of ownership (derechos ancestrales Sp.) over 

El Panal of the Contreras. Despite the willingness of the two communities to find a 

satisfying solution to the conflicting ownership of El Panal, the next phase proved the 

most challenging for the residents of Reducción Contreras. One of the difficulties was 
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due to the reluctance of CONADI to implement the agreement between the two 

communities. In fact the intervention of CONADI was necessary for the allotment of an 

alternative property to the Paillacoys. However, such an occurrence would correspond 

to an admission of guilt by all those functionaries who were involved, even marginally, 

in the allotment of El Panal estate. Another major impediment concerned those 

members of Comunidad Paillacoy who misappropriated this property by excluding their 

neighbours. Since 2008 only 15 residents had been living in the premises of the El Panal 

estate and were not willing to leave this property, as they feared that they would lose 

their right to land subsidies. What is more, they could not be evicted until a solution of 

the dispute was reached.  

     During my stay in Reducción Contreras, tensions between the two groups escalated. 

While the council of Comunidad Contreras quickly became acquainted on good terms 

with the representatives of Comunidad Paillacoy, who acknowledged their claim over 

the El Panal estate, my hosts avoided any contact with those few Paillacoys who refused 

to leave the disputed property. Given the potentially threatening circumstances of this 

dispute, my hosts and friends in Reducción Contreras recommended that I refrained 

from talking to those residents of Paillacoys who refused to leave El Panal property. 

Accordingly, the following paragraphs will describe the major events concerning the 

presence of the rewe altar installed by Comunidad Contreras on the disputed property of 

El Panal from the point of view of my host community.  

 

6.2.2. The rewe altar in El Panal estate: a disputed sacred site 

 

      

     My analysis of the role of sacred places in Mapuche land demands is focused on one 

significant site, the rewe altar. Before moving to the ethnographic account on the rewe 

altar in the disputed lot of El Panal, it is constructive to elucidate the meanings 

associated with this feature. Rewe literally means, the “pure place” and it indicates a 

geographic location that needs to be approached with appropriate behaviours to avoid 

supernatural sanctions. In particular, the rewe is described by many Mapuche as the 

altar composed of a step-notched tree trunk usually of laurel (Laurelia Sempervirens, 

triwe Map.) adorned with branches of maki (Aristotelia Chilensis) and the cinnamon 
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tree (Drymis Winteri, foye Map.), whose leaves are generally used for healing practices 

and displayed during large rituals74.  

     The rewe altar is usually located in the middle of a ngillatun field (ngillatunwe 

Map.). The major activities within the ngillatun rituals are carried out around the rewe, 

such as the collective incantation known as llellipun and the trance-like phase 

experienced by the machi-shaman known as küymi. Not all rewe alters, however, have 

the same significance as a sacred feature for all Mapuche people. Similarly to the term 

lof, the ritual congregation that emerges during funerary ritual and often but not 

necessarily corresponds to the geographical boundaries of the Indigenous Community, 

rewe also refers to the congregation in charge of the organisation of the rituals held in 

the ngillatuwe  (Course 2005: 254 and Dillehay 2007: 164). The polysemic term rewe is 

thus open to different interpretations and in the rest of this chapter I will refer to it in its 

connotation of altar, as it is usually translated by the residents of Reducción Contreras. 

In particular, I will follow the most commonly adopted interpretation in my field site, 

according to which the rewe is the setting of Mapuche rituals and religious expressions. 

My neighbour Arturo once explained the meaning of the rewe to me through an 

analogy: “the rewe is like the church for the Mapuche people. Here, we come to pray”.  

 

     The history of the rewe altar of El Panal begins in December 2006, two days before 

the first ngillatun ritual held in the disputed property. Prior to this date ngillatun rituals 

were held in the property of one resident, Calabrano, who served as the lonko in charge 

of the organisation of this ritual and whose duties included sending invitations to guests 

and the assignation of duties among the participants. In the last decades, the frequency 

of ngillatun has declined along with the decrease in the number of participants. As seen 

in Chapter 4, the main reason for this has been the expansion of evangelical churches in 

the community, which regard ngillatun as forms of pagan rituals accompanied by 

intense alcohol consumption; and the death of older residents who were more inclined 

to follow the admapu, the body of customary practices of which the ngillatun is the 

most known expression. As Nely Cheuque, the recently appointed lonko of the 

community, explained to me during the preparation of their land claims, the assembly of 

Comunidad Contreras agreed that larger ngillatunes involving all neighbours should be 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
74     The rewe is often described as the primary altar, while the llangi-llangi (Course 2005:257), 
llangi-llanca (Foerster 1993:93) or llani (Faron 1963b:147) is the altar consisting of a wooden 
table where a sacrificial lamb is killed during the ngillatun.  
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celebrated in order to strengthen (dar fuerza or newen Sp.) the community in their 

struggle for land restoration. While the location of the ngillatun field was still being 

discussed within the community, the arrival of Comunidad Paillacoy to the El Panal 

estate convinced the Contreras of the urgent need to protect their land by installing a 

rewe altar.  

 

     On December the 13th, two days before the first ngillatun held in El Panal, the 

community gathered to attend the amunrewe, the ritual through which a rewe altar is 

located75. The machi from a nearby community officiated the ritual and in the collective 

oratory known as llellipun, she asked for the protection of Comunidad Contreras and the 

restitution of the disputed lot to its legitimate owners. A few neighbours brought maki 

and foye leaves to adorn the notched trunk that constituted the base of the rewe, which 

was brought on an oxcart by the son of the machi. The effectiveness of the rewe altar 

was not simply given by its location. In fact, the machi invited the residents of 

Reducción Contreras not only to respect their customs and attend the ngillatun rituals to 

be held by the rewe altar with absolute faith, but also to protect this sacred place from 

envy (Ütrir  Map.) and other harmful actions.  

     Two days after the installation of the rewe, a two-day ngillatun ritual was held in the 

El Panal estate. The ngillatun is an extremely intricate ceremony consisting of different 

phases and generally characterised by a strict etiquette that needs to be followed in order 

to ensure its effectiveness. The complexity of this ceremony is such that only a few 

Mapuche individuals are considered experts in the organisation of this event. Even the 

lonko of Reducción Contreras, who has often told members of her community that she 

learnt a great deal from her family about the ngillatun, modestly admits that she is not 

an expert. Generally, the ritual organisers known as ngenpin instruct the attendees, who 

in many instances are unaware of the symbolic representations displayed during this 

event.76 Even the use of the term ritual, which I have often employed in association with 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
75�����In other sectors, the installation of the rewe is named rewetun. The suffix –tun generally 
indicates a verb associated with a specific place or person. The object to which this suffix is 
added can thus be the location of a specific action, as in the case of renitun mentioned 
previously in this thesis, the object or the subject of such action. In fact, the linguist Félix José 
de Augusta has provided a different translation for rewetun as healing carried out around a rewe 
altar (2007:197). �
�
76    In Reducción Contreras, instructions on the organisation of the ngillatun are given primarily 
by the lonko of the community, who was chosen by the assembly for this specific purpose. 
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the ngillatun, might be a misrepresentation. As suggested by Bell (1997: 39), 

ritualisation may be best defined in culturally specific ways as an universal definition of 

ritual, but can obscure how and why people produce ritualised actions. Generally 

Mapuche people define the ngillatun in heterogeneous ways and while ritualisation is a 

significant element, this event also encompasses a large festive celebration that is not 

meant to follow the ngillatun, but rather be a part of it. My informants provided 

different definitions that, nonetheless, shared the understanding of this event as the 

ultimate expression of Mapuche culture and religiosity.77 

     The complexity of the ngillatun (see, for example, Casamiquela 1964, Faron 1964, 

Course 2005, Pereda and Perrotta 1994, Dillehay 2007 and Bacigalupo 2007) and the 

scope of this thesis do not allow a thorough analysis of this event. An ethnographic 

account of the ngillatun held in Comunidad Contreras will be included in the annex of 

this thesis to provide a description of main activities carried out around the rewe altar in 

the El Panal estate. My treatment of this ritual will thus be instrumental to the focus of 

this chapter. In particular, I will stick to the most common interpretation that I have 

encountered during fieldwork, according to which the ngillatun ritual is the way in 

which Mapuche people express their gratefulness to Chao Dios or Chao Ngenechen and 

ask its intercession for their necessities. Both the end of a severe summer drought and 

the successful restoration of their ancestral land were one of the main objectives of the 

ngillatun ritual held by Comunidad Contreras on March 2008. 

 

     After the installation of the rewe altar in December 2006, two ngillatuns were 

organized in the next four years78. In the meantime, this site had been the location of 

numerous community meetings, and neighbours living nearby were asked by the 

assembly to be vigilant. The machi who officiated the amunrewe  recommended that the 

rewe altar should be frequently visited and strengthened through the ceremonial dance 

���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ����������
Lonko Nely also liaises with the machi-shamans and other residents who share other roles. In 
other areas, the role of ritual organisers is taken primarily by the ngenpin (Course 2005: 256). 
 
77      Course has exposed this point by urging the use of local definitions rather than symbolic 
interpretations: “the ngillatun ritual is exactly what my informants state that it is: an act of giving 
thanks and a request for providence in the coming year, as well as a party” (2005:241).    
�
78       I was told by my informants that the usual span of time between ngillatun is four years. 
However, the escalation of tension with some members of Comunidad Paillacoy suggested the 
urgency to increase the frequency of this event. 
�
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known as purrum and collective oratories (llellipun Map.). In particular the presence of 

this site could be interpreted as an act of appropriation of the entire estate. Many 

neighbours felt that the rewe could be subject to attacks by those members of 

Comunidad Paillacoy who were living in El Panal estate and, unlike the rest of the 

community, they refused to be relocated elsewhere by CONADI. As previously seen in 

this chapter, tension between the Contreras and the small group of neighbours from 

Comunidad Paillacoy accused by the rest of their community of misappropriating the El 

Panal estate, escalated in the months following the agreement between the councils of 

the two communities. The rewe altar soon became the main object of contention. One 

morning on February 2008, a few residents noticed that the entire area around the rewe 

had been tilled with a tractor. The rewe was no longer standing in its usual location and 

was found minutes later stripped of all the foye and maki branches and left on the 

ground on the other side of the barbed wire that separates El Panal from the legal 

boundary of Reducción Contreras. 

     The attack against the rewe caught all the residents of Reducción Contreras by 

surprise. During a meeting held immediately after the attack, the assembly decided that 

the rewe had to be erected once again for the imminent ngillatun. After consulting a 

machi from a nearby community, the rewe was rebuilt in El Panal and was symbolically 

purified through a llellipun oratory accompanied by the spilling of muday (corn-beer) 

and the waving of foye branches79. Most neighbours were confused about the intentions 

of the offenders in the wake of the attack. In fact, the rewe is recognised as a “sacred 

site” by virtually all Mapuche people. For most residents, such an action was not only 

the manifestation of their opponents´ denial of their ancestral rights (derechos 

ancestrales Sp.), but also a malevolent deed against the entire community. This 

impression was later confirmed when the machi who officiated the amunrewe confessed 

to a few residents of Comunidad Contreras that the attack caused her great concern and 

physical pain.  

     Comunidad Contreras' resilient defences of their rewe altar was met with further 

attacks, including an arson attack during the night preceding the ngillatun ritual held in 

March 2008. The last attack, which was described at the beginning of this chapter, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
79      “To renew a rewe” (renovar Sp.) is the Spanish expression used by my informants to 
describe the rebuilding of the rewe altar, typically carried out before the celebration of a 
ngillatun (see also Faron 1963: 147). 
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resulted in a violent confrontation between the two groups of residents. The residents of 

Reducción Contreras requested frequent police patrols to be carried out in the area to 

avoid further accidents. In the opinion of most residents, the ultimate culprit of the 

confrontation was the Chilean state, which had allowed the relocation of a group of 

Mapuche residents in their ancestral land through clientelist networks. As a result of the 

police intervention the arson on September 2008 was the last episode of violence, but 

tension had been high ever since. At the time of writing, a group of residents from 

Comunidad Paillacoy still occupies the premises of the El Panal estate, although their 

state is precarious in light of the pending investigations of the misappropriation of 

public funds and the intention of the rest of their community to be relocated elsewhere. 

     The complex history of the rewe altar in the El Panal estate leaves several questions 

open. Why was this sacred site attacked by other Mapuche people? Why did the 

residents of Reducción Contreras care so much about it? How can such a young site be 

sacred? Is it fair to suppose that the rewe is a political symbol of land rights rather than 

a sacred site? The next paragraphs will illustrate differences in the interpretations of the 

rewe altar held by the members of Comunidad Contreras and the State, as highlighted in 

the negotiations for the El Panal dispute. Chilean articulations of the rewe altar as either 

a static symbol of sacredness for all Mapuche people or as a political symbol, reflect the 

wider context of equivocality for the meaning of ancestral land, a topic that will be 

elucidated in Section 3 of this chapter.  

 

6.2.3 A symbol of land occupation or a sacred site? 

 

     The problematic interpretation of the role of the rewe altar in the land claim of 

Comunidad Contreras highlights fundamental differences between Mapuche and winka 

understanding of what a sacred site is and does. This point can be better understood as a 

form of equivocation between two social groups. Before moving to the clarification of 

this point, it is constructive to explain the role of the rewe altar through the 

interpretations of the residents of Reducción Contreras. Local explanations of the 

history and function of this sacred site are considerably diverse. Some residents have 

occasionally drawn my attention to the fact that the rewe altar can make them look 

“more Mapuche” in front of state functionaries and thus help them in their land 
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demands. Since the institution of the land restitution programme in 1994, the presence 

of sacred sites and the celebration of ngillatun rituals in disputed properties have often 

played a significant role in negotiations with CONADI officials.  

 

     While it can be assumed that most sites are instrumentally used in land appeals, my 

stay in Reducción Contreras convinced me that disputes around sacred spaces were not 

simply matter of realpolitik. The evocative power of the term “sacred” undoubtedly 

serves the function of stressing the urgency of ancestral land restitution. However the 

instrumentality of sacred sites is not at odds with a genuine concern with the fate of 

these places. In the case of Reducción Contreras, I could hypothesize that if the rewe in 

El Panal altar was only a symbol for their current struggle, the members of the 

community would have welcomed its destruction because this possibility could have 

sped up negotiations over the land dispute by drawing attention to the probable 

escalation of violence. But on the contrary, the people in Reducción Contreras saw the 

arson against the rewe altar as a personal attack and were resilient in their use of the 

ngillatun ground for future ceremonies. Arguably, then, the significance of the rewe 

altar lies outside its political use.  

 

     In a nutshell, the function of the rewe altar installed by Comunidad Contreras can be 

explained in terms of the contingent needs of the ritual community. As the main setting 

of the ngillatun ritual which serves to attain divine intercession for all the pressing 

needs of the community, the rewe altar is thought of as a significant aid in the land 

demands by Comunidad Contreras. Significantly the relation between the rewe altar and 

the ritual congregations is understood in terms of mutuality. The actions of Comunidad 

Contreras aimed at the care and protection of this sacred site, including the performance 

of ngillatun rituals around it, are thought to strengthen the ritual congregation and their 

land demands. I was told on a few occasions during fieldwork that the location of the 

rewe in the disputed lot is intended to strengthen not only the community, but also to 

protect their ancestral land against impositions by the Chilean state and attacks by those 

few residents of Comunidad Pallacoy who were occupying the property. Concerns over 

the location of the rewe altar often emerged in meetings in Reducción Contreras, as 

some residents fear that the organisation of ngillatun rituals near their rivals could cause 

further episodes of violence. As once voiced by a resident: “We should keep having our 
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ngillatun in El Panal, the rewe is there to give strength to our land, we will not abandon 

it now”. 

 

     This opinion was not isolated and throughout my stay in Reducción Contreras most 

discussions about the rewe pointed to the mutual relation between this site and the ritual 

congregation. During meetings and ngillatun held in El Panal estate, purrum dances and 

incantations known as llellipun are performed by the local residents in order to “give 

strength to the rewe” (dar fuerza Sp. or newen Map.). This spiritual force known as 

newen is thought to be present in the physical world and its origins can be thus traced to 

the omnipotence of the main deity Chao Ngenechen. However it is also susceptible to 

human control and, as in the case of the rewe altar, it can be effectively transmitted 

between humans and non-human entities through the reiteration of ancestral practices, 

such as the ritualised dance known as purrun. The rewe is thus not inhabited by a stable 

and consensually acknowledged spiritual power, but the effectiveness of this sacred 

place rests on the activities of the ritual congregation that it represents. In Reducción 

Contreras the rewe congregation roughly corresponds to the Indigenous Community's 

political entity and generally all residents are invited to participate and contribute to the 

organisation of the ngillatun. Accordingly, it is sound to assume that the power of the 

rewe altar rests on the present relation of mutuality between this site and the 

congregation it is associated with.   

     The conceptualisation of the rewe altar as a sacred site whose effectiveness is 

restricted to the ritual congregation is consistent with the controversial episodes of 

arson. Rewe altars can be found throughout Southern Chile with few little regional 

variations and tend to be regarded as sacred sites by virtually all Mapuche. From a 

general point of view, Eliade’s (1961) suggestion that the trans-cultural significance of 

sacred centres seems pertinent to the rewe altar. In particular, each society tends to 

provide a model of the cosmos or an imago mundi characterised by a centre or axis 

mundi, which connects one plane of existence to the other. For the Mapuche, the rewe 

altar permits the relation with the wenumapu, literally land of above (Grebe et al. 1972). 

While this interpretation is instructive in the discussion of the general symbolic 

structure of the rewe, Mapuche people generally frame the action of this sacred place 

within the circumscribed space of the ritual congregation known as rewe. In other 

words, the rewe is thought to be functional within the space of the tuwün, since its 

power is given by a relation perceived as mutual with the ritual congregation. While this 
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site is generally recognised as the setting for ritual activities that are shared among the 

Mapuche people with relatively few regional variations, it is necessarily associated with 

the history and practices of the specific rewe congregation. This explains why, as 

previously discussed, rewe altars are potentially exposed to evil-doing by other 

Mapuche people.  

 

     While the effectiveness of the rewe altar depends on practices that occur in the 

present, the relation between descendants and their ancestors is key to the effectiveness 

of this sacred site. This point deserves attention, inasmuch as it constitutes the main 

source of divergences between the residents of Reducción Contreras and state officials. 

In particular, as the next section will highlight, the recent foundation of this sacred site 

has been questioned by those Chileans who see the altar as a symbol of a political 

demand rather than a place associated with religiosity. Significantly, the rewe altar does 

not serve to ritually reinstate the relation between current residents and their ancestral 

land, but it rather presupposes the reiteration of ancestral practices to ensure its 

effectiveness. Let us briefly see how the relation with the “ancient ones” is reflected in 

the main ritual that takes place around this sacred site. As mentioned earlier, the 

ngillatun is an extremely intricate event involving numerous phases. For the scope of 

the discussion, I would like to draw attention to the necessity of a strict adherence to 

practices and symbolic display in order to ensure the success of a ngillatun. 

     The main reason to carry out a ngillatun ritual is to ask for divine intercession. As 

my informants explained to me, the concerns expressed in a ngillatun encompass 

fertility of the land, the physical well-being of the participants and their family members 

and specific events related to the Indigenous Community. The fulfilment of these 

appeals depends on the actions taken by the ritual congregation. Faith in the power of 

the ngillatun ritual is fundamental, as much as the exact replica of those ritual practices 

that are thought to be inherited from a primordial past. A few days after the ngillatun 

ritual held in March 2008 in El Panal estate, Nely, the lonko of Comunidad Contreras, 

explained the reason for the strict reiteration of etiquettes and practices. For her the 

difficulties experienced by Comunidad Contreras in the restoration of El Panal and the 

severity of the recent summer droughts had to do with the way in which neighbours 

participated in the ngillatun: “you need to pray to God (Dios Sp.) in the proper way. 

You should pray in Mapudungun and have faith in what you are asking. Here, it is 

always hard for the ngillatun to be successful. The youth do not know how to do it”. 
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She added that her role as the ritual organiser of the community depends on her 

knowledge: “Everything I know about the ngillatun comes from the ancient ones. I 

follow everything strictly, according to what my family taught me”.  

     The need to reproduce all the practices within ngillatun is ultimately explained by a 

rationale that connotes Mapuche traditions and ritual practices as primordial activities. 

As remarked by one attendee of the 2008 ngillatun in Reducción Contreras, “If God has 

made us Mapuche, this is the right way in which we should pray”. In contrast, 

awinkamiento represents a potential threat to the successful outcome of this event and 

introduction of novelties are harshly criticised by older residents who believe that that 

best way to carry out this ritual is through the imitation of ancestral practices. This point 

is noteworthy, as it questions the traditional interpretation of ngillatun rituals as 

ancestral propitiation. My informants explained that during the ngillatun divine 

intercession can be attained solely by the main deity, Chao Ngenechen or Chao Dios. 

This interpretation not only reflects the points raised by Chapter Two on relatedness 

with ancestry among the Mapuche, but it also contradicts the influential interpretation of 

the ngillatun rite by Faron (1963b, 1964), according to whom this ritual is held to 

propitiate nenechen and ancestral spirits. Faron’s interpretation is consistent with his 

wider view of Mapuche religiosity, according to which ritualised behaviours serve to 

ensure the reproduction and cohesion of the social milieu. As in most anthropological 

works of his time, functionalist echoes are evident in Faron’s interpretation.  

     Ancestry is significant in assuring the effectiveness of the rewe altar in terms of 

knowledge of the ngillatun ritual. The rewe altar in the El Panal estate does not serve to 

legitimise ancestral ownership. Generally, sacred sites emerge as the setting of ritual 

practices aimed at the reproduction of original connections (Abramson 2000a: 10-11). 

Examples from other Amerindian societies illustrate how both rituals and subsistence 

practices legitimise control over land by local groups (Århem 1998 and Santos-Granero 

1998). As seen in Chapter 2, however, among the Mapuche belonging to a lineage that 

shares the same tuwün is sufficient to determine entitlement to ancestral land. The rewe 

altar reflects a relation with the ancestry which presupposes the significance of 

transmission of knowledge (kimün Map.), rather than an ongoing and active relation 

reinforced through ritual practices.  
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     As seen so far, the dispute over the rewe altar installed in the El Panal estate points 

to the localised connotation of Mapuche belonging and identity, which has been 

discussed in Part I of this thesis through the analysis of the concept of tuwün. The 

sacredness of the rewe altar in particular is attributed to the relation with the ritual 

congregation. Accordingly, the skirmishes around the erection of the rewe altar in the El 

Panal estate do not contradict the sacred connotation of this site, as Chilean people who 

treat this site merely as a symbolic act of land occupation argue. Rather, these 

controversial events indicate a localised understanding of sacred places by Mapuche 

people. Such a perception on the significance of sacred sites contrasts with expectations 

of Chileans involved in land arbitrations, according to whom the recent installation of a 

sacred site implies two mutually exclusive points: either Comunidad Contreras is 

interested only in the restoration of the ceremonial ground around the rewe altar in order 

to carry out their ritual practices; or the rewe altar stands exclusively as the mere 

symbol of ancestral occupation. The following section will clarify this point by focusing 

on divergences in the interpretations of sacred sites and, more generally, of the 

significance of ancestral land by Mapuche people and state functionaries. Meetings with 

state officials and conversations with Chileans will be presented as instances of 

equivocation, a notion developed within Amazonian studies (Viveiros de Castro 2004 

and Kelly 2010). Ultimately, land arbitration emerges not only as a procedure 

determined by the legal system, but also as a relational process. 

 

 

 

6.3 Understanding sacred sites and ancestral lands  

 

 

6.3.1 Equivocation  

 

 

      Before moving to the ethnographic analysis of equivocality concerning sacred sites 

and ancestral land, it is constructive to clarify my use of this notion in reference to land 

arbitration. Roy Wagner's (1988) suggestions that the objectification of culture have 

been pivotal to an analytical approach to interethnic relations centred on the ways in 

which the Other comes to be known.  More specifically, the relational character of 
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culture is closely related to invention, which for Wagner (1988:4) does not consist of a 

work of fantasy, but rather in accordance with the Latin etymology of the term invetio, 

in a form of learning centred on observation. Culture becomes a salient and visible 

category only through the objectification of other cultures. This relational process 

implies an understanding of the Other, in which previous experiences necessarily 

contribute to the invention of culture. These experiences are never exclusively personal, 

but are generated within social circumstances. Wagner defines them as conventions: 

“the collective viewpoint or orientation of a culture, the way in which its members learn 

to experience action and the world of action, is always a matter of convention. It persists 

through being constantly reinvented in the form of conventional contexts” (ibid: 51). 

Fieldwork, and inter-ethnic relations more generally, can be regarded as unconventional 

contexts. Upon encountering these particular circumstances, cultural is mutually 

invented through the extension of the actor’s conventions. As stated by Wagner, 

invention “can be said to occur whenever and wherever some 'alien' or 'foreign' set of 

conventions is brought into relation with one's own” (ibid: 10). 

 

     Wagner's assessment of the notion of culture invites us to look at inter-ethnic 

relations, including anthropological writing itself, as processes informed by the 

inescapabl�� extension of the actor’s conventions. Equivocation refers to the same 

process, but it draws attention to the potential failures of cultural translation. Viveiros de 

Castro (2004) has discussed the notion of equivocation in relation to the inescapable 

risks of cultural translation in the ethnographic endeavour. His usage of this term refers 

to the comparative endeavour of anthropological research characterised by the 

distinctive task of cultural translation. Equivocation “concerns the process involved in 

the translation of the 'native’s' practical and discursive concepts into the terms of 

anthropology’s conceptual apparatus” (Viveiros de Castro 2004: 5) and emerges as both 

a possibility and a limit of ethnographic research. Viveiros de Castro advocates the 

adoption of a controlled equivocation in order to challenge the 

translator/anthropologist’s conceptual toolbox, and most importantly to expose the 

centrality of the relation between homonymic concepts in a wide range of social 

contexts beside the ethnographic encounter.  

 

     Equivocation can be seen better at work in the translation of indigenous practical 

notions into terms that refer to concepts developed primarily in Western contexts. A 
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clear example derives from the Amazonian model of kinship relatedness that 

presupposes affinity rather than consanguinity as the given dimension of the cosmic 

relational matrix (Viveiros de Castro 2001). In this sense terms that look remarkably 

similar, such as those in kinship terminologies, adopt radically altered meanings when 

they are separated from a context defined by ontological difference from the person of 

the translator. For instance the Cashinahua term txai has been employed in Brazilian 

culture as a translation of brotherhood, while it originally refers to all potential affines - 

in other words possible brothers-in-law whose relation is detached from any perception 

of consanguinity (Viveiros de Castro 2004: 15-17). While kinship is clearly a 

compelling domain of equivocation, virtually all notions of personhood are open to this 

possibility, generated as they are by a relation with the Other focused on the mutual 

understanding of differences.80   

 

     The relational construction of the Other is not a prerogative of anthropological 

research, but it occurs in a wide range of relations between indigenous and non-

indigenous people. The implications of this specific context of equivocality are far 

reaching, when looking at those socio-economic processes sponsored by the State that 

are bound to simplify local contingencies in order to facilitate intervention. I believe 

that equivocation can represent a valuable approach in complementing the analysis of 

the failure of those statist projects that, as illustrated in different regional context by 

James Scott (1998: 2), aim to make society legible and arrange local populations in 

ways that contribute to the simplification of the functions of statecraft. Statist projects 

targeting indigenous people necessarily imply a degree of cultural translation. These 

processes expose the agency of local actors in adapting external notions to existing 

cosmological concerns, but also the potential generation of equivocality.  

 

     A persuasive example of the benefit of looking at indigenous-State relations through 

the lenses of equivocation comes from José Kelly’s (2010) recent study of state 

healthcare delivery among the Yãnomãmi people in the Venezuelan Amazon. In 
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80      A similar discussion exists also in the study of Mapuche kinship, which has been defined 
for decades according to an early equation with Omaha-type terminologies (Hallowell 1943 and 
Faron 1956). Course has recently argued against the categorisation of kinship terminologies by 
pointing out at the simultaneity of similarities and differences with other categories (Course 
2005: 146). 
�
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particular, through the ethnographic account of the relation between health workers and 

Yãnomãmi people, Kelly illustrates how conceptual articulations of medical systems are 

subject to mutual misunderstandings, which reflect on the wider context of the 

“meaning of being and becoming “Yãnomãmi” and “napë”[the local category for 

whitemen] for Yãnomãmi people and Whites alike” (Kelly 2010:10). Accordingly, 

while criollos see the introduction of Western healthcare as a process of alienation and 

cultural loss, this form of healing is seen by the Yãnomãmi as the intrinsic way to 

become napë, as a desired and intrinsically indigenous transformation rather than a 

process of cultural inclusion. This is why misunderstandings proliferate around the 

Yãnomãmi desire for western medicine that criollos associate with western domination, 

while the Yãnomãmi consider the criollo health workers to be mischievous because of 

their unwillingness to provide full access to biomedical resources (Kelly 2010: 467). 

The equivocation on the meaning of Western health is not due to a failure to understand, 

but rather a failure to understand that others’ understandings are necessarily not the 

same (Viveiros de Castro 2004: 11). This is why the homonymic concepts of “becoming 

criollo” and “becoming nape” might sound the same, but actually mean very different 

things. 

 

     Land negotiations between indigenous people and the State are characterised by a 

similar potentiality to generate equivocations, inasmuch as local notions of land, 

belonging and ancestry must be translated into the jural language (Nadasdy 2002). As 

seen in the previous chapter, such a process is not merely a failed translation and 

Mapuche communities can effectively adopt the language of property to demarcate 

ancestral land. The same cannot be said, however, for the role of sacred sites in both 

land disputes and in the connotation of ancestral land. In this case, state functionaries 

approach Mapuche sacred sites in dichotomising terms: in other words as either a 

political symbol or a location of a stable and transcendental power. In contrast, as the 

previous section has sought to show, the relation between sacred places and Mapuche 

communities is dynamic and open to different contingencies. These sites express 

relatedness with the ancestors through the replication of primordial activities, rather 

than the spiritual presence of the ancestors. In the following paragraphs the local 

ethnography will illustrate the source of equivocation concerning sacred sites and 

ancestral land in negotiations with the Chilean state. 
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6.3.2 The disputed meanings of the rewe altar in El Panal 

 

 

     Generally the attribution of specific meanings to sacred sites is largely dependent on 

local idioms of “sacredness” (Saunders 1994: 172). In the case of Mapuche sacred sites 

located in ancestral territories, it is their representation of the bond linking ancestors, 

descendants and land, upon which entitlement to ancestral land is founded, that is 

subject to divergent interpretations among Chileans involved in land claims and 

Mapuche claimants. I contend that the reason for the perceived ambivalence of the rewe 

in El Panal by state officials and other Chilean actors involved in land arbitrations is 

attributable to the fact that this site is meant to express relatedness with the ancestry, but 

is at the same time a new feature within the local landscape. Before exploring the 

implications and sources of the disputed interpretation of this site, a clarification on the 

use of the term “state officials” is needed. 

     Although there is a Mapuche presence in CONADI, Mapuche people 

unconditionally associate this institution with the Chilean state and the winkas. A few 

employees of this institution are Mapuche living in urban sectors, but by their own 

admission they tend to be excluded from powerful positions by their own admission. 

During one of the visits of the council of Comunidad Contreras to the head office of 

CONADI in Temuco, an employee approached the small group to express his support, 

but also to state how difficult it was for him to be helpful: “the Mapuche, we are a 

minority here, I also would like to help my peñi [brothers], but they always leave us on 

the side”. Potentially violent land disputes in fact, such as the one over El Panal, require 

the involvement of high-ranked authorities and political intermediaries who are not part 

of CONADI and, to the best of my knowledge, they are all Chileans. This is why the 

presence of a few Mapuche in CONADI does counteract the association of the Chilean 

state with the mischievous and non-trustworthy character of the winka.81  

     

���������������������������������������� �������������������
81      A dramatic example comes from the controversial construction of the Ralco dam. The 
director of CONADI, the Mapuche activist Mauricio Huenchulaf, was sacked by president Frei 
for his resolute opposition to this project that would have resulted in the relocation of several 
hundreds of Mapuche-Pewenche families and in detrimental effects to the local ecology 
(Richards 2004). 
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        During the phase of negotiation, the rewe altar was a major topic of conversation 

between the council of Comunidad Contreras and state functionaries. The 

representatives of Comunidad Contreras always described this site as a sacred place 

(lugar sagrado Sp.), a category that is extended also to the ancient cemeteries (eltun 

Map.) that are not the settings of ritual practices. Both types of places were mentioned 

in order to show state officials and other political intermediaries that the El Panal estate 

was part of the ancestral land of the community. State functionaries generally did not 

enquire further into the details of either type of site, but tended to agree with the 

members of Comunidad Contreras that their presence was a compelling argument for 

their entitlement to ancestral land. For both parties, these sacred sites were understood 

as special locations that attached the individual to a collective shared space. The 

detailed history of this site was never discussed during negotiations. Divergences in the 

interpretation of the rewe altar emerged, however, in cases where its temporal and 

geographical contingencies were discussed. Two points in particular confused the state 

functionaries.  

 

     Firstly, for many officials the demand for land restitution concerned only the sacred 

sites. The residents of Reducción Contreras, however, were not only asking for the 

restitution of these sites, but for the entire territory around them. The significance of 

sacred sites is imagined as detached from the land surrounding them, while for local 

residents the rewe altar served to increase their chances to restore land that they already 

saw as theirs. In one meeting, after hearing about the attacks against the rewe altar, a 

member of the regional government who was contacted by the council of Comunidad 

Contreras to intercede with the regional president (intendente Sp.) asked why the 

community was appealing for the restitution of more than 200 hectares when the area 

around the rewe altar is considerably smaller. José  Contreras, the werken of the 

community explained: “this is our sacred place. It stands in the middle of our ancestral 

land”. Similar discussions were echoed in numerous meetings that I attended.  

 

     The second source of divergence in the interpretation of the role of the rewe altar 

concerns its recent installation. Some of the state functionaries decided to find out more 

about the history behind the attacks against this site by residents of Comunidad 

Paillacoy. In some cases, they were surprised to find out that the rewe altar was installed 

in 2006 and admitted that they had thought that this area had always been used for 
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ngillatun rituals. The veracity of the site was never questioned during meetings with the 

members of Comunidad Contreras, arguably because such a discussion was bound to 

cause the escalation of tension between the community and the CONADI functionaries. 

I had the chance to converse about the role of sacred sites in land disputes with both 

members of CONADI and Chileans living in the nearby town of Traiguen. There was a 

general consensus that these sites were only used instrumentally and their symbolic 

value was contested by both Mapuche and winkas. The fact that the rewe altar in El 

Panal was subject to attacks by another Mapuche community confirmed this impression 

for most of my interlocutors. The dispute over El Panal was known among townspeople, 

who ignored the details of this complicated occurrence. On some occasions I was asked 

to explain what was going on around Reducción Contreras. While recounting the history 

of the rewe altar, one of my interlocutors interrupted by saying “They are messing 

around with you”. For many people in Traiguen, it was hard to understand how a sacred 

site recently installed mattered so much for Reducción Contreras, whose residents were 

superficially known by people in town as “little traditional”.  

 

     The residents of Reducción Contreras were aware of the implications of Chilean 

perceptions of their rewe altar. In the community a long history of contact with the 

Chilean population has arguably determined their impression of the expectations of 

winkas on Mapuche culture and custom. During the phase of negotiation the council of 

the community knew that the two points just mentioned were susceptible to critiques by 

state functionaries and preferred not to clarify the history of the rewe altar in order to 

confer an image of ancestrality upon it. In most cases, the council of Comunidad 

Contreras proved successful in convincing state functionaries that this site was indeed a 

genuinely sacred place. As previously discussed, this coexistence is not a contradiction 

among the Mapuche, but it becomes a real problem in land negotiations. The rewe's role 

as a symbol of land entitlement, however, was arguably responsible for the state 

functionaries' understanding of this site as a mere form of political strategy. This 

impression is likely related to the difficulties experienced by Comunidad Contreras in 

the negotiations concerning the restitution of the El Panal estate and, more generally, 

the lack of attention paid to the spiritual connection with specific tracts of land in the 

Chilean programme of land restitution. Ultimately differences in the interpretation of 

this “sacred place” were not determined by the lack of a common concept. To 

paraphrase Wagner (1988: 20), the difference between these two interpretations could 
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not be dismissed on the basis of linguistic dissimilarity or communicational difficulty, 

as arbitrations were developing in Spanish, the first language of both parties.  

 

     In Section One of this chapter, I have described the Chilean understanding of the 

relation between ancestors and Mapuche residents as an example of Ingold's (2000) 

genealogical model, according to which indigenous identity is predicated on the 

constant reiteration of ancestral past. This principle is largely reflected in Chilean 

understanding of sacred sites and their role in ancestral land demands. As seen in the 

case of the rewe altar at the El Panal estate, representatives of the Chilean state develop 

their interpretations of the role of this site in relation to land claims by drawing on 

existing expectations and conventions of what a sacred place should do. In this case 

equivocation originates in the premise that sacred places are the stable locations of 

supernatural powers; that they are acknowledged by virtually all Mapuche people; and, 

most importantly, that they are the manifestations of continuity with the ancestry and a 

reiteration of their spiritual power. This last assumption in particular is a compelling 

Western representation of indigenous people. Significantly to the present discussion, it 

is also reflected in the idea common among Chilean people that ancestral land matters 

for the Mapuche people only for its role in unproblematically reiterating the ancestral 

past in the present. 

 

     Divergences between winka and Mapuche points of view on the role of sacred sites 

in land claims are consistent with equivocation on the meanings associated with 

ancestral land. Interpretations of Mapuche sacred sites and ancestral land share the same 

principle, according to which the significance of ancestral land is necessarily predicated 

upon the nature of land as a sacred substance and the unproblematic continuity with the 

ancestral. The following paragraphs will offer a few final remarks on the divergences 

between the Chilean state and Mapuche claimants on the interpretation of the bond 

linking ancestry, descendants and land, by drawing on the suggestions raised in Part 

One of this thesis concerning the cosmological primacy of the notion of tuwün. 
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6.3.3 A concluding note: tuwün, ancestral land and equivocation 

 

 

     In Mapuche land claims, the coexistence of the significance of ancestral land with 

perceptions of distance with the ancestry constitutes the core of equivocation emerging 

in arbitrations with the representatives of the Chilean state. We may recall the major 

points raised Part I of this thesis in order to clarify the coexistence of perceptions of 

relatedness and distance with the ancestors, related to the notion of tuwün. As seen in 

Chapter 2, Mapuche determination works primarily through two notions. The individual 

is believed to be defined by the küpal, a term roughly translatable as descent, and by 

tuwün, the spatial locator of the individual and his or her descent. These two terms also 

play a major role in the behavioural tendencies of each person. Belonging for the 

Mapuche is ultimately associated with the place of origins, which articulates different 

planes of otherness - including relations with winkas and, to a lesser degree, with 

Mapuche from different areas - by presupposing the relation between descent and place 

of origins as potentially constitutive of the individual. Both küpal and tuwün are given 

elements of the Mapuche person, but they are not sufficient to constitute any given 

individual. In particular, both the conditions of being defined by descent and by the 

place of origins are better understood as potentialities or predispositions, and their 

realisation ultimately depends on the autonomy of the Mapuche person, a notion central 

to personhood (see Course 2005).  

 

     Accordingly, while the relation between the “ancient ones” and the timeless place of 

origins is thought to be a given component of the individual, ancestry is not thought to 

be reiterated in the present, but the practices of the ancestors are subject to daily 

scrutiny by present-day Mapuche. Chapter 3 and 4 have illustrated the significance of 

tuwün by focusing on those practices that are informed by the desire to preserve local 

natural resources and individualised land properties in order to ensure the permanence 

of the individual and his or her descent in the place of origins. The preservation of the 

tuwün and the permanence of the individual therein pose a quandary. In order to endure 

as Mapuche, whose condition is defined by rootedness to a specific geographical 

location in opposition to the uprooted nature of the winkas, practices must be adopted 

from the winka that stand out against customary Mapuche values informing relations 

with both humans and the environment. This process is not an unproblematic inclusion 
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of difference, but rather a potentially dangerous loss of customary forms of sociality and 

engagement with the physical surroundings centred on reciprocity and respect (respeto 

Sp. or yawen Map.). Invasive agricultural practices and individualised property relations 

contradict the condition of Mapuche and yet are necessary to preserve the tuwün and 

thus endure as Mapuche. Accordingly, as suggested by Chapter 4, the process of 

becoming winka-like or awinkamiento is lamented for the loss of respect and traditional 

knowledge (kimün Map.) of the ancestors, and yet are necessary to attain desired forms 

of power associated with the winkas, in particular the use of contracts and documents 

which rendered the ancestors powerless.   

 

     The relevant point raised in Part I of this thesis is that the significance of the place of 

origins and entitlement to ancestral land coexists with apparently ambivalent 

perceptions of relatedness and distance with the ancestry. Although the local idiom of 

tuwün illustrates how this coexistence is not seen as a contradiction by Mapuche people, 

the ambiguities in the relation with the ancestors becomes a problem in land claims and 

negotiations with the Chilean State. In particular, the relocation of Indigenous 

Communities is contemplated within the land restitution in programme run by the 

agency of CONADI. According to the 1993 Indigenous Law communities that have 

proved the effective historical expropriation of their territory are compensated with an 

allotment of land that is not necessarily part of their demanded territory. The Indigenous 

Law does not in fact consider the possibility of expropriating those lots that were lost by 

Mapuche communities in the last 150 years. Contrary to other legislative systems that 

acknowledge the spiritual connection to specific places (see Strang 2000), the Chilean 

law treats land for the indigenous people exclusively as an economic resource. As seen 

in Section Two of this chapter, however, land arbitrations between Mapuche 

communities and state functionaries imply the exchange of views on the urgency of 

ancestral land restoration. Indigenous claimants can compel the State to become 

involved in negotiations with landowners by corroborating the assumption among 

winkas that ancestral land works in terms of a sacred landscape permeated by the 

spiritual presence of ancestry.  

 

     As previously suggested, among Mapuche people the significance of ancestral land 

and place of origins does not presuppose the reiteration of ancestry as a spiritual force 

embedded in the local landscape. Similarly, the condition of awinkamiento does not 
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preclude relatedness with ancestral land. Contrary to this, however, the land restitution 

programme implies two mutually exclusive conceptualisations of ancestral land among 

the Mapuche. Either land is given to Mapuche as an economic resource regardless of its 

geographical location, or ancestral territories are returned to those communities that 

have proved an indisputable continuity with the ancestors. Chilean expectations of 

Mapuche people, which have been contextualised within the wider framework of 

authenticity in Section One of this chapter, are founded on the dichotomy between 

assimilation and the essential continuity between descendants and their ancestry, which 

legitimises entitlement to ancestral land. For the Mapuche, the cosmological 

significance of ancestral land is not at odds with ambivalent perceptions of relatedness 

with the ancestry. The way in which Chileans involved in land arbitration believe 

ancestral land matters to Mapuche people ultimately contradicts the general implications 

of the notion of tuwün. 

 

     In this chapter, I have further developed the analysis of land arbitration between 

Mapuche people and the Chilean state, that I began in Chapter 5. Part II of this thesis 

has proposed an interpretation of land restitution programmes involving indigenous 

claimants and the State, as an essentially relational process in which notions of land, 

place and ancestry are exchanged, appropriated, adapted to existing concerns - and often 

misunderstood. Such a take on the analysis of land restoration has implied a focus on 

the motivations behind both entitlement to ancestral land and political strategies aimed 

at the restoration of ancestral territories.   
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15) Community meeting in the disputed property El Panal 

 

 

 

16) Meeting with CONADI functionaries in Temuco 
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October the 15th, 2010          

     Several months have passed since I left Reducción Contreras. I returned to Southern 

Chile at the end of July 2010 to discover that the dispute over the El Panal property has 

not yet been settled. While during 2008 several of the events described in this thesis had 

generated hopes among the residents of Reducción Contreras, negotiations for the 

restitution of the El Panal have slowed down in the last few months. There are several 

reasons for the difficulties experienced by this community in the settlement of the 

dispute over El Panal. Firstly, a change in the Chilean government has led to a partial 

reform of the land restitution programme. Funding has been diverted primarily to 

development projects, while purchases of disputed properties by the Chilean state have 

diminished remarkably. Secondly, as frustration mounted among the residents of the 

community, internal divisions concerning the strategies for land negotiations became to 

emerge. Thirdly, CONADI, the agency in charge of the land restitution programme, has 

continued to show little interest in offering a solution to the El Panal dispute. As seen 

earlier in this thesis, this dispute involves the residents of Reducción  Contreras and a 

group of Mapuche individuals who have been controversially relocated to the property 

previously demanded by the Contreras. Any resolution of this dispute would effectively 

constitute a binding case for future allotment of compensations, thus generating a 

complex new scenario concerning land disputes.  

     The situation concerning the other properties demanded as part of the ancestral 

territory of the Contreras, has shown even less movement. The unwillingness of the 

proprietor to sell his properties to the Chilean state has meant that land negotiations in 

this case cannot even begin. Despite growing difficulties, the residents of Reducción  
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Contreras have not withdrawn from their land claims. During my last visit in July 2010 

my host Miguel shared with me some of the latest occurrences. The council is preparing 

new strategies to revitalise their claim, including the formation of new alliances with 

influential intermediaries who could participate in the phase of negotiation. What the 

Contreras have been trying to avoid is their case being slowly forgotten by CONADI 

functionaries.  

     The case of Comunidad Contreras presented in this thesis is just one of many other 

throughout Southern Chile. In the last years numerous land negotiations have failed for 

different reasons. Meanwhile, more and more land occupations have taken place. These 

forms of mobilisations, organised by Indigenous Communities with the occasional 

support of organisations such as the Coordinadora Arauco Malleo, have met with 

violent police responses. Since 2002 three young Mapuche activists have been killed by 

the police and participants in land occupation have often been judged according to the 

anti-terrorist law (Ley de Seguridad del Estado) that was designed during Pinochet’s 

military regime. The application of this law, which restricts civil liberties for individuals 

accused of “terrorist threat”, has been harshly criticised by human rights group. Protests 

against the treatment of Mapuche activists as terrorists reached its apex at the end of 

2010, when a 82-day hunger strike was undertaken by a group of Mapuche inmates. It is 

not easy to imagine a near solution to Mapuche land claims, as Chilean governments 

have been reluctant to modify the present legal system and facilitate the restitution of 

ancestral territories.  

     During fieldwork numerous Chileans with little knowledge of Mapuche society 

asked me my opinion on the future of the ‘Mapuche conflict’. Obviously I could not 

provide a satisfying answer and the disappointment of my interlocutors was substantial. 

While they were hoping to find out more about the resilience of Mapuche people in 

their land demands, I was suggesting that the origin of land disputes lies in the complex 

relation between winkas, a category including European settlers and non-indigenous 

Chileans, and Mapuche who were dispossessed of most of their ancient territories. In 

other words, land disputes are not only about the inability of Mapuche people to move 

forward from their nostalgic view of the past, as argued by some Chileans who treat 

‘development’ as the best possible solution of the ‘Mapuche question’. Rather, land 

claims have to do with two different understandings of land and belonging, one centred 
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on the cosmological significance of the place of origins and the other on the primacy of 

property in establishing human relations with the physical surroundings.  

     This thesis has hoped to show that these two positions are perhaps closer that one 

might initially think. In fact, Mapuche think of property in much the same was as 

Chileans, in that they see land as a central issue to indigenous identity. We are thus 

facing a more complex phenomenon that a dichotomy between two objectified 

understandings. Ethnographic research - or more simply, familiarity with Mapuche 

residents involved in land claims - ultimately confirms that divergences within the 

meaning of ancestral land between winkas and Mapuche people cannot be explained in 

terms of cultural isolation and cognitive differences. When these two understandings are 

brought together in the case of land claims, however, divergences on the meanings 

associated with land and belonging emerge. Ultimately it is the proximity between these 

two understandings that generates difference.  

     I chose to write about Mapuche land claims as the context in which two 

understandings of land and belonging are brought together. In this effort, analytical 

precedence was given to Mapuche meanings attributed to ancestral land, as they are 

central to motivations behind the process of land restoration carried out by Indigenous 

Communities. Throughout this thesis, I have clarified that my approach can be regarded 

as complementary to constructivist and political economy paradigms employed in the 

analysis of indigenous collective action, and more specifically in land restoration. 

Nonetheless, the stance adopted in this thesis is not a neutral choice within the 

discussion of the anthropological contribution to the study of human societies. Rather 

by focusing on local idioms of land and place and on the relational character of land 

negotiations, I hope that this work has also generated wider suggestions for the future 

developments of both ethnographic research on contemporary Mapuche society and on 

the study of indigenous land recovery. In this concluding discussion, I wish to assess the 

main implications of the approach adopted in this thesis for the broader anthropological 

project by starting with the regional case of Mapuche ethnography.  
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Mapuche and winkas  

 

     Anthropologists working in Southern Chile have for long been interested in classical 

anthropological themes, such as social structure and agrarian relations (see Faron 1961 

and Stuchlik 1976). In the last decades, a growing number of works has appeared on a 

wide range of topics, such as religion (Foerster 1993), sociality and personhood (Course 

2005, 2007 and 2009) history and landscape (Dillehay 2007) and shamanism 

(Bacigalupo 2007). Simultaneously, an even larger production has focused on the 

Mapuche social movement and the relation between the Chilean state and Mapuche 

society (e.g. Mallon 2005, Richards 2004 and Hernandez 2003). Works characterised by 

the adoption of an identity politics approach (see McFall 1998, McFall and Morales 

2000, Terwindt 2009 and Briones 2007) can also be included in this tendency, as the 

focus here is on the processual nature of the political action. With rare exceptions, little 

dialogue has been generated between these two tendencies. The exceptions include 

works by those Mapuche historians who aim to develop a Mapuche historiography by 

looking at both Mapuche cosmology and historical events (e.g. Marimán 2006). 

Another example of the integration of the analysis of intrinsic cultural features with 

political activism is Bacigalupo’s (2004) account on the role of machi shamans as 

symbols of tradition in national discourses and Mapuche movement.  

     Through this thesis, I have suggested that the study of contemporary phenomena in 

Mapuche society can only benefit from an analysis designed to integrate apparently 

unrelated categories, such as cosmology and the State. I have attempted to move away 

from the exclusive reliance on the tools of political science, such as identity politics, in 

the analysis of land restitution in Southern Chile by looking at the implications of local 

idioms of land and place on the processes of claim-staking and negotiation. This thesis 

is clearly not the first attempt to integrate the study of political action with that of 

Mapuche cosmology. As mentioned earlier, most approaches to Mapuche political 

action in which cosmological issues are claimed to be compelling motivations behind 

mobilisation tend to focus on those traits, such as shamanic knowledge, that are 

acknowledged as inherently Mapuche. In contrast, as this thesis has illustrated, many 

indigenous areas are characterised by extensive contacts with winkas and the loss of 

those practices that many Mapuche, including my informants, regard as part of the 

Mapuche tradition. Accordingly, an exclusive focus on Mapuche customs and rituals in 
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order to understand political action entails the serious risk of giving a restrictive 

definition of Mapuche society.  

     In this thesis, I have aimed to show that cosmological issues are relevant motivations 

in political action regardless of the decline of customary practices. Hence I have focused 

on the notion of tuwun and its implications on land claims and negotiations. What is 

more, since land restitution brings together winkas and thus highlights differences in the 

way the human-land relation is conceptualised, issues of alterity, including the idiom of 

awinkamiento, have been largely discussed. I believe that the discussion of these themes 

raises two major suggestions for future developments in Mapuche ethnography. Let us 

briefly summarise them.   

     Firstly, the anthropological study of Mapuche society can benefit from a further 

merging of themes normally treated separately in political economy, such as relation 

with the State, with issues concerning local cosmologies and cultural logic. In 

particular, while attention has been primarily paid to those cultural traits, such as 

mythology, which are indeed considered customary by the same Mapuche people, 

constructions of alterity, notions of personhood and human-environment relations 

emerge as significant elements in the articulation of different political demands, such as 

education. I believe that they deserve more attention. Further, these intrinsic features of 

Mapuche cosmology emerge across the entire region of Southern Chile, including in 

areas that are considered less traditional or awinkadas and thus under-represented in 

ethnographic investigations. This line of research could lead to innovative insights on 

the wider topic of State-Mapuche relation. For instance, Mapuche participation in 

national politics, which is a widely discussed issue in Chilean social science, could be 

better approached by looking at both local idioms of power and articulations of 

difference with the winkas.  

     Secondly, by advocating a focus on Mapuche cosmology that goes beyond the 

objective of ‘rescue anthropology’ to record vanishing customs, this thesis has invited a 

rethink of the role of cosmology in determining individual behaviours and in framing 

identity for the Mapuche. In numerous Chilean works on Mapuche society (e.g. Grebe 

1972), the term cosmovisión is employed to refer to the view of the cosmos held by 

Mapuche people. These representations are often drawn by shamanic knowledge and 

tend to include different planes of existence that constitute the universe and the major 

beliefs governing the spiritual and physical words. These visions of the cosmos are 
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particularly intricate and many Mapuche people ignore their details. Hence in this thesis 

I have used the term cosmology not as a translation of cosmovisión. I have two major 

problems with this term. The first refers to the definition of Mapuche identity. Mapuche 

people who are not aware of their cosmo-vision might consequentially be regarded as 

non-Mapuche or ‘assimilated’. In contrast, this thesis has described Mapuche 

cosmology beyond the realm of shamanic knowledge. Secondly, cosmo-vision implies a 

static representation of the universe, in which the subject and object are ontologically 

separated. This dichotomy belongs to a particular Western way of depicting the world 

around us, which is also reflected in maps and other objectified representations of 

reality (see Ingold 2000). Accordingly, cosmo-vision might be better understood as the 

anthropologist’s representation of the principles that govern the shamanic world.   

     In this thesis, I have used the term cosmology in its etymological connotation as “the 

study of the cosmos”. In particular, the notion of tuwün has been presented as a 

cosmological principle that guides the relation between the individual and the cosmos 

without determining it. I have thus proposed that the significance of the place of origins 

permeates the understanding of the individual's position in the universe. This point is 

consistent with Handelman’s, according to which the principles related to being-in-the 

world “refer less to the content of cosmos than to the logic or logics of connectedness 

and separation that organize cosmos” (2008:182). While cosmo-vision as a static 

representation of the universe can only be a salient phenomenon if transmitted across 

generations as an existing set of knowledge, cosmology emerges as the understanding of 

the relation between the individual and the cosmos, which is both transmitted and 

modified through daily activities and experiences. Cosmologies can be found in all 

societies, as they consist of the tracing of connections between the individual and other 

elements of the cosmos that include living and deceased humans, spiritual beings and 

non-human elements of the environment. Among the Mapuche cosmology is more than 

the shamanic representation of the cosmos and also includes the winka-Other as 

significant references in the articulation of the relation between the individual and the 

cosmos. I contend that ethnographic research on Mapuche society can benefited from a 

closer examination of cosmological issues across the entire population and in realms of 

social life other than rituals and shamanic practices.   
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 Land claims and indigeneity   

 

     My discussion of Mapuche cosmology in areas characterised by awinkamiento and 

the attempt to integrate it with a discussion on current political issues in Chile has 

implied a criticism towards certain tendencies within Mapuche ethnography. In this 

concluding discussion I have briefly elaborated upon these criticisms to propose future 

directions for anthropological research in Southern Chile. However, this work is not 

aimed at simply contributing to a regional study. Quite the contrary, notions of land, 

relations with the State and articulations of local belonging among the Mapuche have 

been discussed in reference to the wider anthropological project. Throughout this thesis 

I have contextualised the ethnographic analysis of different issues related to Mapuche 

land claims, such as property and landscape, within existing anthropological debates. A 

summary of the major contributions of this thesis to the existing literature would now 

feel like a repetition. Rather, as a concluding remark, I wish to briefly sketch my 

criticism against contemporary tendencies in the study of indigenous societies and 

collective action. I will illustrate the ethnographic implications of this criticism by going 

back to the tension between tradition and modernity central to all indigenous social 

movements, which was described at the very beginning of this thesis. 

     Since Kay Warren’s seminal work on the Pan-Mayan movement (1998), several 

works have illustrated the dynamic nature of identity and the processual character of 

Amerindian movements (de la Cadena and Starn 2007, Garcia 2005 and Warren and 

Jackson 2002). In these works, echoes of constructivist theories of collective action and 

identity (Escobar 1992 and Melucci 1989) can be discerned in the connotation of social 

movements as processes resulting in the re-articulation of new collective identities for 

their participants. Throughout this thesis I have drawn attention to the risks of 

constructivist approaches to indigenous social movements. While they have led to 

insightful suggestions for the processual character of collective action, they run the 

implicit risk of undervaluing the significance of specific notions associated with the 

motivations hidden in political demands. Attention thus gradually shifts from the 

demands of the social movements towards the consequences of political action on 

identity. I believe that the framing of indigenous collective action in terms of identity 

politics not only presents an often unproblemitised acknowledgement of agency - in 

other words, the ability of actors to construct and restructure their identity - but it also 
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implies the possibility of turning significant elements of the indigenous experiences, 

such as land and rituals, into symbols of identity.  

     Approaches to land restoration that situate this political process within the realm of 

identity politics have effectively treated land as a symbol of indigenous identity. As all 

symbols, land is exposed to the power of human agency and can be effectively 

employed to represent the identity of a human group. An example can clarify this point. 

As proposed by Occhipinti, in their long struggle for land titling, both the Kolla and 

Wichí people “were able to transform the idea of land as a symbol of indigenous 

identity” (2003:156). This argument contains within it one major implication. It implies 

that human-land relations are framed exclusively by the semiotic ability of humans to 

make symbols out of elements of their lived world. This argument would have little 

significance on human-land relation among the Mapuche and other indigenous groups 

among who land is characterised as an active force with the ability to determine human 

predispositions. This point was shown in this thesis through the idiom of tuwün, the 

geographical location identified as place of origins, which exercises an influence on the 

behaviour of the person and allows the determination of difference among Mapuche 

people. What is more, I have suggested by way of ethnography that representations of 

the local landscape and practical engagement with the physical surroundings contribute 

to the connotation of land as a significant element in framing the relation between the 

individual and the cosmos. Hence, collective action aimed at land restitution is informed 

by the existing cosmological significance of ancestral land.   

     As seen so far, the interpretation of land claims according to identity politics and 

constructivist approaches implies the possibility of reshaping existing land-human 

relations. In contrast, I have proposed that existing meanings attributed to ancestral land 

and the ability of land to frame the relation between the individual and the cosmos in 

different social contexts are central to both the articulation of land claims and to the 

phase of negotiation in which non-indigenous people are involved. In all land restitution 

programmes involving indigenous people, local idioms of land and belonging must be 

translated into the international language of human rights and property. This tension 

reflects the wider context of indigenous social movements characterised by a tension 

between the recent engagement with discourses on identity and the desire to revitalise 

customs that have been abandoned in the last decades. In the narrative of identity 

politics, the tension between modernity and tradition is generally resolved through the 
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reshaping of new identities, which once could have been defined in terms of ‘hybridity’. 

Revived practices adopt novel meanings and ultimately contribute to the articulation of 

new forms of ethnic belonging. Similarly, in the case of land claims, one could assume 

that the process of restoration, similarly to other instances of collective action, can 

contribute to the emergence of new modes of relation between dwellers and their land. 

This point can be ethnographically made if we think of the episode described at the 

beginning of this thesis, in which a tract of land transferred from a non-indigenous land 

owner to a Mapuche community became the unprecedented setting of a Mapuche ritual. 

A closer look, however, shows something else... 

     In June the 25th 2008, the members of Comunidad Contreras congregated outside the 

storeroom of their recently allotted property. The celebration of this historic moment 

was marked by speeches by residents and council members, a meal with large quantities 

of grilled meat and dances to the rhythm of the most popular bands in the Chilean 

countryside. During the long day, a space was designated for the celebration of what 

most residents referred to as a small ngillatun (pequeño ngillatun Sp.) or simply a 

Mapuche ceremony. This ritual presented the main practices carried out during the large 

ngillatun rituals, including the llellipun, an incantation in which lonko Nely thanked 

Chao Dios, and the masatun dance accompanied by Mapuche instruments such as 

pifülka flutes and kültrun drums. The ceremony, which lasted less than half an hour, 

presented all the typical features that the residents of Reducción Contreras identify as 

Mapuche and consider the primordial inheritance of their ancestors, the ‘ancient ones’. 

Yet, customary practices were merged in a ceremony that has never been celebrated 

before.  

     This episode highlights a certain tension between tradition and the political 

contingencies of the present relation between Mapuche people and the State. Such a 

tension is open to diverging interpretations. A constructivist bias is likely to focus on 

the symbolic appropriation of a space, which in this case is transformed into place 

through Mapuche ritual practices. One could further expand this suggestion by inferring 

that the symbolic re-appropriation of land reflects the wider process of claiming 

Mapuche identity back after decades of gradual assimilation into the Chilean majority. 

On the contrary, one could look at the episode through the interpretations offered by the 

same people participating in this ceremony. For the members of Comunidad Contreras, 

the ceremony was a festive moment, in which thankfulness was expressed to the 



����
�

residents who actively participated in land restoration through those practices that all 

neighbours associate with their ancestors, to those intermediaries who facilitated the 

appeal of their community and most importantly to Chao Dios.,. In this moment, little 

attention was paid to cultural revitalisation and ethnic pride. The recovery of El 

Huadaco was not the beginning of a new relation with the land. Its restitution did not 

imply a different agricultural use, as at the moment of writing this property is exploited 

through a sharecropping agreement with a Chilean machine owner before its planned 

division into individualised lots.  

     I believe that the claim of Comunidad Contreras over their ancestral land, as those of 

other communities involved in the same process, should be treated as nothing more than 

the consequence of the significance of that land. The transformation of land into a 

symbol of identity is an interesting phenomenon, but holds little meaning for the local 

residents who live and work on that same land. This thesis has advocated an 

anthropological stance to indigenous land restoration, and more generally towards 

collective action, according to which the analysis of these processes should start from 

the very beginning of the political struggle, to those local concerns that animate a 

potentially dangerous and troublesome engagement with the State.  
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       As mentioned in Chapter 6, the ngillatun is an extremely intricate ceremony 

consisting in different phases and characterised by a strict etiquette. The complexity of 

this ceremony is such that only few Mapuche individuals, such as those fulfilling the 

roles of lonko headman and ngenpin orator, are considered experts in its organisation. 

Although the function of this ritual has been discussed in Chapter 6, the scope of the 

thesis does not allow a thorough investigation of the ngillatun, which has been subject 

to numerous and heterogeneous interpretations (Casamiquela 1964, Faron 1964, Course 

2005, Pereda and Perrotta 1994, Dillehay 2007 and Bacigalupo 2007). Nonetheless, a 

brief discussion on the local contingencies concerning the organisation of the ngillatun 

in the rural area where research for this thesis was conducted can help the 

contextualisation of this ritual within the major historical tendencies affecting Mapuche 

society. The replication of ritual practices, which are acknowledged as ancestral, is an 

essential trait of the ngillatun. What is more, as illustrated by numerous ethnographic 

investigations, intrinsic notions on reciprocity and religion are exposed with consistency 

through different historical times. However, the ngillatun has been susceptible to the 

influence of specific historical processes, regardless of its diachronic consistency. In 

particular, the decline of this ritual in certain rural areas is strictly related to the process 

of awinkamiento, an expression often translated as becoming winka-like in this thesis.           

        The ethnographic material presented in this appendix responds to two objectives. 

Firstly, a brief history of the ngillatun in Reducción Contreras will be presented in order 

to clarify the relation between this ritual and two contemporary social processes 

affecting Mapuche society in general, land demands and awinkamiento. Secondly, a 

description of the events occurred during the ngillatun held in Reducción Contreras in 
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March 2008, will complement the ethnographic account provided in Chapter 6, where 

the ngillatun has been mentioned on numerous occasions and yet has not been described 

in details. The names of those individuals who do not belong to Reducción Contreras 

are fictionalised in consideration of my lesser familiarity with them. 

 

The history of the ngillatun in Reducción Contreras 

      Ethnographic research has highlighted regional variations concerning the display of 

symbolic imageries and organisationof activities within the ngillatun ritual. For 

instance, among the self-defined lafkenche people, a category referring to Mapuche 

communities living in coastal areas, incantations directed to Ngen Lafken, the spirit 

master of the ocean, are performed facing the West (Course 2005:266). In the majority 

of rural areas, East is the preferred geographic orientation for ritual activities, including 

the collective incantation llellipun. Nonetheless, variations in the ngillatun rituals are 

not only geographical, but also diachronic, inasmuch the consequences of the wide 

process of awinkamiento are reflected in the organisation of this event. The following 

paragraphs will summarise the history of the ngillatun in Reducción Contreras, which is 

paradigmatic of the recent history of Mapuche society. 

    According to the memories of elder residents, ngillatun rituals used to be held in 

different locations within the reducción, although the flat area around the school was the 

preferred site for the ngillatuwe, the field where all activities concerning this ritual take 

place. In the past, ngillatun ceremonies were organized primarily by the machi of the 

community, Etelvina Contreras. Ngillatun were generally organised every four years, 

but they could also be held in particular circumstances, in which divine intercession was 

asked. This was the case of the 1960 Valdivia earthquake, the most powerful recorded 

in human history, whose epicentre was located roughly 150 kilometres from Reducción 

Contreras. In this circumstance, a particularly long ngillatun lasting for an entire week, 

was organised in order to ask the deity Chao Ngenechen the end of destructive 

aftershocks. At the time, the effects of awinkamiento were becoming evident, and, as 

recounted by some residents, machi Etelvina regarded the abandonment of Mapuche 

religiosity as one of the main causes of the earthquake. 

     After the machi’s death at the end of the 1960s, ngillatun rituals were organised 

mainly by one resident of the community, Calabrano, who died a few years before my 
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stay in Reducción Contreras. Numerous neighbours have described to me the role of 

Calabrano as equivalent to that of a lonko, who once corresponded exclusively to the 

headman of a dominant lineage and is now regarded as the person in charge of the 

organization of rituals. For several decades, the ngillatuwe was located in a flat parcel 

owned by a relative of lonko Calabrano. Josefina, a machi from the nearby community 

of Chanco-Marihual, who later moved to Reducción Contreras in the 1990s, was invited 

to officiate this ritual. The number of neighbours participating in this event gradually 

decreased for the lack of interest among younger residents and the expansion of 

Evangelical churches in the community, which invited his members to refrain from 

participating in what was considered a “pagan ritual”. The ngillatun, which was once 

characterized by the presence of the entire community, eventually turned into a ritual 

attended mainly by residents belonging to three patrilineages. 

     The ceremonies organised by lonko Calabrano took place in October and it roughly 

corresponded to beginnings of cereal growth culminating in the February harvest. The 

main function of this ngillatun was indeed to ensure a proper growth for the cereals. 

This event often coincided with the 4th of October or the day of San Francisco, a saint 

whose intercession is traditionally evoked in the Southern Chilean countryside to attain 

successful harvests. As recounted by older residents, San Francisco was a large 

celebration marked by the planting of  branches resembling crosses in the middle of 

cereal fields. The event consisted in offerings of corn beer (muday Map.), incantations 

in Mapudungun known as llellipun, the performance of Chilean and Mapuche dances, 

such as cueca and purrun, and the festive consumption of wine and meat. In Reducción 

Contreras, the ngillatun ritual often took place in the day of San Francisco, an event 

generally celebrated among kin members. Today, San Francisco is no longer a 

significant celebration. During my stay, I have noticed a few crosses made out of 

branches in the fields. I was told that a few residents still plant crosses in their fields for 

the 4th of October. 

    As seen so far, the ngillatun in Reducción Contreras was intended primarily as a 

festive celebration and a religious activity aimed at increasing agricultural productivity, 

a view consistent with Faron´s interpretation of this ceremony as a fertility ritual (1963). 

However, as the next section will clarify, the ngillatun can be more generally described 

as a ritual in which divine intercession regarding different concerns, such as land 

claims, is asked. Before moving to the ethnographic analysis of the ngillatun held on 
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March 2008, it is important to clarify the recent history of this ritual. Throughout 

fieldwork, most residents of Reducción Contreras have indicated that the organization 

of the ngillatun declined with the death of those neighbours, who were more 

knowledgeable about its organization. In other words, the decline of the ngillatun was 

concomitant with the process of awinkamiento. However, the reduction in frequency 

and number of participants did not imply its disappearance. Rather, the last few years in 

Reducción Contreras were characterised not simply by a rediscovery of this ritual, but 

more precisely to its transformation from a tradition associated with a few families, as 

often described by my informants, into a large event involving the entire community.  

     The land claim of Comunidad Contreras, which began in 2005, was accompanied by 

numerous community meetings. In these occasions, many residents put forward the idea 

that a ngillatun could effectively strengthen their demands over ancestral land. The 

controversial allocation of the El Panal estate to a distant Mapuche community, an event 

described in Chapter 6, provoked immediate reactions by the entire community, leading 

to instances of mobilization, such as the occupation of the head office of CONADI in 

the city of Temuco, and the organisation of meetings aimed at the arbitration of their 

demands. A ngillatun was also organized in order to ask the resolution of their land 

claim. The location was the El Panal estate, where a rewe altar was installed in 2006 a 

few weeks before the celebration of a ngillatun. The ngillatun was officiated by a machi 

from a nearby community and lonko Nely, the wife of Calabrano, who was appointed 

by her community not according to the traditional principle of primogeniture but rather 

for her knowledge of the ritual. The political space of the community meetings thus 

offered the possibility for the organisation of a ngillatun ritual as a community event. 

The second ngillatun organised in a similar fashion was held on March 2008. The 

following section will provide a brief description of this event. 

 

The ngillatun of  March 21-22 2008  

      Before providing a description of this two-day event, I would like to draw attention 

to some of the major differences between the ngillatun rituals held in Reducción 

Contreras in the last fifty years and the ones celebrated in the El Panal estate.  I am 

particularly thankful to Nely Cheuque, with whom I have discussed on several 

occasions the symbolic meanings and local history of this ritual. One difference refers 
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to the spatial orientation of the masatun dance, which consists in the syncopated 

movement of alternated lines of male and female dancers along the ngillatun field. In 

the ngillatun organised by her husband, the dancers moved in four directions drawing 

an imaginary cross, whose centre coincided with the rewe altar. This variation depended 

exclusively on the indications of machi Josefina. As explained by Nely, it is fairly 

common that each machi brings her own details to the activities carried out within the 

ngillatun, which are indeed characterized by small geographical variations. Another 

difference refers to the time of the celebration. For Nely, the months immediately 

preceding the February harvest are adequate for this ritual. In fact, one of the main 

effects of the ngillatun is to ensure a proper growth of the cereals and March is the 

month in which fields are burnt and lack cereals, which are sowed in April and May. 

Nely admitted that she would have preferred to change the date of the event:  “In the 

ngillatun you ask God to give a good harvest, it has to be done before February”. 

However, the tumultuous developments of the ownership dispute on El Panal estate 

caused a delay in the organization of this ritual, which was finally held on March.  

     Beside changes in spatial orientation and time, the other major variation concerned 

the structure of the ritual congregation. As suggested by Course, the term rewe, whose 

polysemic nature has caused confusing interpretations among observers, refers to the 

ritual congregation that becomes tangible during the ngillatun ritual (2005:244). The 

size of this congregation and the relation with guests from other communities has varied 

throughout the last fifty years of this community. In the large ngillatun ritual officiated 

by Etelvina Contreras, the last machi from the homonymous community, the entire 

community participated as a rewe congregation and mutual invitations were extended to 

distant reducciónes. Later, the rewe was composed only by members of a few 

patrilineages and other residents of the community were generally invited as guest. The 

land claim of the community was the occasion for the strengthening of community 

activities, including the organisation of the ngillatun ritual. Generally, the neighbours of 

Reducción Contreras describes their ritual as “the ngillatun of the community” (el 

ngillatun de la comunidad Sp.), thus conveying an equivalence between the rewe and 

the Comunidad or Reducción, two distinct terms often employed as synonym to refer to 

the social group. While this correspondence is common and is generally associated with 

recent uses of the term rewe, my tentative hypothesis is that rewe and reducción has 

always coincided in Reducción Contreras, inasmuch this community had been engulfed 

by non-indigenous properties since its foundation and the closest reducción is still 
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located more than five kilometres away. In fact, rewe and reducciónes tend to be 

distinct social groups in areas, where several Mapuche communities are clustered 

together. Let us now turn to the description of the main activities that took place during 

the ngillatun ritual of the 22nd of March 2008. 

    The day before the celebration, residents gathered to build their ramada, which 

would have been occupied by each family and a small number of guests throughout the 

two days. I was invited as part of the ramada corresponding to the extended family of 

my host Liscan Contreras, which included four brothers of him and their close kin 

members. Participants chose different style for their clothes. While some were closely 

following conventions, others mixed everyday clothes with typically Mapuche 

paraphernalia. For instance, women were wearing skirts and chamal, a large black 

shawl and only a few of them used the large necklace known as trapelakucha. Men 

were generally wearing a headband known as trarilonko, although few of them were 

wearing ponchos (Makuñ Map.) also for the high day temperatures of the late summer. 

As told by a few residents, dressing etiquette is not strictly reinforced as in the past or in 

other rural areas. While women are still invited to wear skirts, the obligation to attend 

the entire ritual barefoot is no longer followed.  

     At sunset, the residents congregated around the rewe to participate in purrun and 

masatun dances (the first consisting in circular movements and the second longitudinal).  

The music was played by numerous attendees and consisted primarily in the syncopated 

rhythm of the kültrun , a decorated drum made out of laurel wood and sheep skin played 

with bamboo sticks, different types of flutes, such as the kull-kull and trutrukas, both 

built out of animal horns and characterised by a reverberating and deep sound and the 

pifülka, small wooden flutes played by alternating lower and higher notes, and small 

bells known as cascahuillas. The end of the dance was marked by the kefafan, a 

repeated and rhythmic shout that was traditionally associated with warfare. In the 

meantime, the attendees moved close to the rewe altar with the machi and other women 

waving the kültrun drums and the men brandishing their wüño, wooden sticks 

commonly used during the game of palin, which will be briefly described later.  

      At the end of the kefafan, the machi covered her eyes with a hair bend and 

intensively played her kültrun drum. This is the beginning of a trance-like phase known 

as küymi. After a few moments, machi Sanchez who was being sustained by her 

assistant (yegülfe Map.) began to speak in a frantic rhythm. The machi‘s husband was 
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17) Spatial organisation of the llellipun 
incantation  

acting as the dungumachife, the person responsible for asking questions and repeating 

the sentences uttered by the machi during the küymi. This phase is characterised by the 

possession of the machi by her guiding spirit, known as püllü (Bacigalupo 2007:84-86). 

As I was later explained by Arturo, a neighbour with close kin relations with Etelvina, 

the last machi of Reducción Contreras, each machi is associated with a spirit adopting 

different forms. Etelvina´s shamanic spirit was a bull, while the shamanic spirit of 

machi Sanchez was a horse. As I was later told by a few residents fluent in 

Mapudungun, during her küymi, the machi described in Mapudungun the experience of 

riding a horse and eventually falling off from it, adding that she felt a danger posed 

against her and her family. Eventually, she was able to continue her trip and upon 

leaving the state of küymi, she concluded that the residents of Reducción Contreras 

would have had to face a long and exhausting journey in order to have their land 

returned. Eventually, they would have succeeded. At the end of the küymi, the 

exhausted machi was attended by her family members. 

     Immediately after the machi’s revelations, all the attendees gathered in two rows 

under the guidance of the lonko and neighbours with more experience in the 

organisation of ngillatun. The row in front of the rewe altar was composed by men with 

a few attendees sitting on their horse while holding black flags, which are used as 

symbolic appeal for water similarly to the black bull (kürü kullin Map.) and black cock 

(kürü atrawal Map.) tied to a post in the proximity of the rewe altar and released at the 

end of the ngillatun. All the attendees 

kneeled down while facing the east and 

the machi began a rhythmic incantation 

in Mapudungun. She was soon followed 

by the rest of the congregation. While 

those residents fluent in Mapudungun 

were voicing their prayers, many 

attendees remained silent. This moment 

is generally known as llellipun. As 

explained by my informants, during a 

llellipun, prayers are directed to the 

deity Ngenechen, also referred to as 
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18) The kollong wearing a white 
mask. For Course, the kollong stands 
as a form of mimicry of the whiteman 
(2005:226)  

Chaw Dios, in order to appeal for different purposes. The llellipun was followed by 

another round of purrun dances. It was already dark when all the attendees went back to 

their ramadas to consume their meal.  

    As prescribed in all ngillatun, the ngillatun field must not be abandoned during the 

night and most of the attendees stayed awake throughout the night, while others, 

including myself, took a short sleep in their ramada. Moreover, the meal of the first 

night consisted only in soup and bread, since meat (ilo Map.) is generally consumed in 

the second day, when guests are attended. No activities were carried out during the night 

with the exception of a purrun dance. At sunrise, everybody followed the machi and her 

assistants towards the rewe, where, after a further round of dances, a second llellipun 

was staged. As reported by older residents of the community who were later translating 

the speech of the machi and her ritual translator (dungumachife Map.) to other 

attendees, the trance-like küymi consisted in the same experience of the previous day. 

My informants explained to me that the messages delivered in the first llellipun are 

generally reiterated in following ones. A masatun dance was staged soon after the end 

of the oration.  

     Among the attendees, one resident took the role of the kollong. This figure is present 

in all ngillatun and is visually identifiable for wearing a mask, usually made out of 

wood, and a sheep skin. The kollong generally 

holds a few wooden sticks tied with each others, 

representing a horse, whose riding is imitated. 

While riding this hobby horse, the kollong carries 

out his role consisting in reproaching attendees 

during dances and other phases of the ngillatun, 

such as the palin game. While in some are, the 

kollong can use sticks against those attendees who 

show little attention to details or enthusiasm, in 

Reducción Contreras, the kollong was limiting his 

action to encourage the rest of the crowd. The 

choice of the resident to take this role generally 

depends on knowledge of the ngillatun and 

participation in the activities of the community. In 

the last two ngillatunes, two different residents, 
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both from families whose members are considered knowledgeable about Mapuche 

customs and religiosity by other neighbours, were chosen as kollong.  

    Soon after the end of the masatun dance, the residents of the nearby community of 

Juan Marihuen were welcome in the chalintun, a formalised greeting between hosts and 

guests. Contrary to individual guests invited by families, such as myself, the visiting 

community reached the ngillatuwe collectively and were greeted by the entire hosting 

congregation, which corresponds in this case to Reducción Contreras. A relation of 

reciprocity entangles the two communities, since Reducción Contreras has been invited 

a few months earlier to ngillatun hosted by the community of Juan Marihuen, which I 

had the chance to attend. As in other rural areas, there is an obligation to reciprocate 

invitations to ngillatun, as exposed by the linguistic differences between the words 

koye, referring to informal guests, and mütrüm, a term translatable as “obligatory 

guests” and corresponding to visiting congregations linked through a relation of 

reciprocity (Course 2005:253). The first phase of the chalintun consists in the formal 

greeting in Mapudungun between the the representatives of the hosting congregations 

and their guests. In this case, Lonko Nely exchanged a long conversation with one 

resident of Juan Marihuen, who was acting as ngenpin, a term translated as orator 

(Bacigalupo 2007:63) or ritual organiser (Course 2005:58) in the anthropological 

literature. Following this presentation, also known as pentukun, the neighbours of 

Reducción Contreras and their informal guests formed a line and began to individually 

greet in Mapudungun each of their formal guests arranged in a circle. After the 

chalintun, the formal guests were divided up in small groups and attended with food and 

corn beer (muday Map.) by different ramadas. In most cases, no individual relations of 

friendship existed between the two communities, since Comunidad Marihuen had been 

recently relocated in a rural sector near Reducción Contreras through the allocation of a 

land subsidy. Accordingly, formal guests were simply divided up randomly among the 

ramadas.   

    Soon after welcoming their guests, all attendees were invited by the lonko and the 

kollong to congregate in the rewe for the beginning of the palin game. This game, also 

known as chueca in Spanish, presents similarities with field hockey, as often stated by 

Mapuche people in order to quickly explain its main features. Two teams are arranged 

along the longer lines of a rectangular field (paliwe Map.). All players face the same 

opponents and cannot swap position around the field during the game. Their main 
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19) Preparation of the palin game 

objective is to hit a wooden ball (pali Map.) towards their opponent´s goal (raya Sp.) 

with a wooden stick known 

as wüño, a space at the end 

of the field marked by small 

branches of the maki tree. In 

the meanwhile, women were 

waving branches of canelo 

trees (foye Map.) to support 

the players, while a few 

residents play the kültrun 

drum. In this ngillatun, the 

two teams were composed by 

members of both 

communities and the atmosphere of the game was remarkably more jovial than in palin 

games in other rural sectors.  In fact, as historical sources seem to suggest, the palin 

game is symbolically associated by Mapuche people to warfare and the wüño can be use 

as tools of the game and weapons.  

     The discussion of the palin and its significance requires a more adequate space, but it 

is nonetheless constructive to highlight some regional differences in the organisation of 

this game in order to clarify why the palin game in Reducción Contreras was not 

characterised by intense competition. In some rural are, palin games are events 

separated from the ngillatun and are organised by a congregation which formally invites 

its opponents. The game is thus characterised by a clear division between the two teams. 

In Reducción Contreras, palin games have not been organised independently from the 

ngillatun for several decades. During a conversation with lonko Nely, I was told that 

palin games used to be organised through the invitation of communities from nearby 

and distant sectors. 

       In contemporary Mapuche society, palin games are often played during ngillatun 

rituals, as I was confirmed by numerous Chilean and Mapuche observers in the city of 

Temuco.  Accordingly, it is sound to hypothesise that in some areas the game has been 

adapted to general context of ngillatun rituals and thus stripped of its more competitive 

aspects. One reason might lie in the historical reduction of networks of reciprocity 
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20) Choyaqual 

involving different congregations, as in the case of Reducción Contreras, whose 

relations with nearby communities have been gradually declines. As previously stated in  

this thesis, changes in customary forms of 

sociality are closely associated with the 

process of becoming winka-like or 

awinkamiento. This argument clearly 

necessitates a more thorough 

ethnographic discussion. For now let us 

turn back to the description of the main 

events of the ngillatun ritual of 

Reducción Contreras in March 2008. 

     After the palin game, the awün took place. This event consisted in the simultaneous 

gallop of several horses ridden by male residents of Reducción Contreras along a north-

South axis parallel to the ngillatun field. In other areas, horses move along a circle, thus 

suggesting regional variations in this practice (Bacigalupo 2007:68). The awün was 

soon followed by an event known as choyacal, a term that my informants translated in 

Spanish as the presentation of food. Course describes the choyaqual in slightly different 

terms. The wilpan, a wooden table full of meat donated by the members of the 

congregation, is brought next to the rewe altar (2005:256-257). In Reducción Contreras, 

A small group of attendees, led by the machi and including the kollong and other 

residents, started going around the circle where several pots, which had been brought by 

each ramada, were located. On their way, those individuals participating in the 

choyaqual touched each pot with a wooden stick. This phase was ended by a purrun 

dance, during which several attendees were brandishing sticks with grilled meat. 

    The purrun was soon followed by a different form of dance known as choyque 

purrun. This term was translated to me in Spanish as the ostrich dance (avestruz Sp), a 

bird (Rhea pennata) that now lives only in the Southernmost areas of Chile and have 

disappeared in most Mapuche areas. This dance consists in four rounds of dances 

performed by four dancers, mainly young men, chosen for their ability. It is always 

performed barefoot and consists in the rapid alternation of steps and the simultaneous 

use of a shawl, which is opened up to imitate the rhea´s wings. The display of large 

feathers by the dancers also contributed to the reproduction of the image of the bird. 
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     After this dance, the moment of celebration, known as misawun in this area, could 

begin. Each of the ramadas took care of their guests by offering large amount of grilled 

meat, soup and fried bread (sopaipilla Sp.).The guests from the community Juan 

Marihuen were served lamb, which had been sacrificially killed nearby the rewe altar, 

an area known as llangi-llangi 

in other rural sectors. Food 

was also exchanged among 

different family groups. 

Contrary to other rural sectors, 

wine (pulku Map.) was 

consumed only in small 

amounts. A few decades ago, 

the ngillatun in Reducción 

Contreras were characterised 

by large wine consumption, 

which was one of the main reason why several Evangelical members of the community 

decided to withdraw from this celebration. As previously agreed in the community 

assembly, wine had to be drunk only with moderation in order to not dissuade 

Evangelical residents from attending the celebration. At the end of the celebration, each 

guest filled a plastic bag with food that was offered and could not be eaten, a practice 

known as rokin. A last series of dances and the collective incantation of llellipun 

marked the end of the ngillatun. By the sunset, the attendees were making their way 

back to their after loading their ox carts and pickup trucks with the kitchen utensils used 

during the event.  

      The days following this event were characterised by lengthy discussions among the 

residents of Reducción Contreras centred on whether or not their ngillatun ended up 

well (resultó or terminó bien Sp.). Interpretations tented to vary greatly among 

residents, with some drawing attention to the practical organisation of the event and 

others to its ritualistic elements. The difficulty of defining the ngillatun as a ritual lies 

primarily in the fact that this event encompasses both a social gathering and a religious 

domain. During the two-day event, one of the major preoccupations was the preparation 

of large amount of food and guests had to be attended properly in order for the 

organisers to consider their ngillatun successful.  My informants had thus described this 
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event as a sacrifice (sacrificio Sp.), as it implied large expanses for the preparation of 

food. What is more, the preparation of this event was particularly long and a 

considerable amount of time was taken from agricultural activities. During the event, 

many residents, especially women, spent most of their time in the ramadas in order to 

properly attend guests and family members. There was a general consensus that this 

specific ngillatun was successful in regards to its organisation. In comparison with the 

previous one, the number of guests was higher, they were all attended properly and 

participation by local residents was remarkable. For many residents, these factors 

contribute to the perception of the ngillatun as a sacrifice offered to Ngenechen or Chaw 

Dios in order to ask for its intercession.  

    The ground on which a ngillatun is judged depends not only on its organisation, but 

also on the way in which ritual practices, such as the llellipun, are carried out. These 

practices are determinant in securing the satisfaction of the appeals put forward by the 

congregation. Nely drew my attention to the fact that many residents could not 

understand instructions and messages in Mapudungun, as in the case of the greeting of 

the formal guests or chalitun. My interlocutor added that the persistence of the long 

summer drought that was affecting the community depended in the failure of all 

attendees to have a proper conduct during the ngillatun: “You need to pray God in the 

proper way: you should pray in Mapudungun and have faith in what you are asking. 

Here it is very difficult for the ngillatun to end up well. The youth does not know how 

to do it”.  

    To sum up, there are two main grounds on which a ngillatun is deemed successful. 

Firstly, a good organisation of those social events, in particular the misatun, which 

parallel ritual activities, is determinant in assessing the success of a ngillatun. In 

particular, relations of reciprocity between hosts and guests emerge as key factors. 

Secondly, ritual practices need to be carried with a precise reiteration of ancestral 

activities and a faithful attitude towards the effectiveness of this ritual. The two domains 

of this ritual are not separated in practice and are equally relevant in the assessment of 

the effectiveness of each ngillatun by Mapuche people themselves. 


