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Highlights 

 The history of Patagonia’s protected areas express shifting terrains of recognition. 

 The shifting status of frontier settlers offer insights for understanding the population politics of 

Patagonia   

 The settlers of the national parks of Patagonia remain in these territories as relics of the past with 

limited citizenship.  

 Dynamics of access to resources and territories depend on the objectification of others 

 Different modes of territorial government produce people as either surplus, savage or citizen.    

 

Abstract 

Enduring frontier spaces are key sites if one seeks to trace the subtle workings of power through the 

effects of the shifting rationalities of territorial governance. This article focuses on a particular group of 

people, the descendants of the first settler families to enter an area that would later become one of 

Argentina’s flagship national parks. The figure of the settler occupied a shifting position within the 

racialized geographies of the protected areas of northwestern Patagonia, a remarkable descent from 

pioneers consolidating state-space to second-class citizens and tolerated squatters brought low by the 

institutionalization of precarity. The article asks what it means to be a descendant of settlers during the 

current period of multicultural recognition and the emergence of territorial claims based on indigenous 

identities in Argentina. It argues, that while the settlers within the protected area, the pobladores, hold 

a firm place in the territorial genealogy of Patagonia, they remain in these territories as relics of the past 

and are thus denied a meaningful existence within the Argentine settler state of the present. 

Contemporary maps of racialized power in the settler territories condition the politics of subject 

formation but are also met with resistance as settlers claim rights to full citizenship and recognition of 

their role as frontier pioneers and state space consolidators. 
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1. Introduction 

Historically, national parks played a central role in the production of Patagonia as a frontier space 

(Wakild, 2015, Mendoza, 2016, Mendoza, 2017, Mendoza et al., 2017). Their role has been ambiguous in 

that they have served to consolidate national territories, yet continue to produce imaginaries of wild 

and empty spaces. This article argues that the governance of Patagonian spaces is conditioned by the 

contradictions of its geography, with territorial control and frontier freedom sharing an awkward 

coexistence. It is a vast territory with a low population density, and yet along the Andean cordillera the 

tourist and leisure economy articulates land as a scarce and valuable commodity. Patagonia has 

emerged from its violent history as a highly racialized and gendered. Its masculinity resides in patriarchal 

orders of politics and inheritance inflected further by frontier narratives of domination, domestication, 

and production once related to ranching economies and, later, to adventure tourism (Mendoza, 2018a, 

Mendoza, 2018b). For the pobladores, the descendants of the settler families currently living within the 

park boundaries, these spaces sustain a tension in which the historical promise of freedom held out by 

the frontier imaginary of open, unexploited land intersects with a set of strict regulations that underlie 

the policing of everyday, mundane activities. 

 

With the establishment of the Nahuel Huapi National Park in 1934, the patterns of racialized territorial 

governance were reproduced under seemingly benign guises. As the once remote frontier was 

converted into the leisure ground of a wealthy and predominantly white elite -modelling its landscapes 

in the image of the Swiss Alps – pioneers and settlers of the young nation-state were converted into 

pobladores, proprietaries, or intrusos. The proprietarios were often members of a white entrepreneurial 

Buenos Aires elite who were able to maintain secure and entitled land tenure. The intrusos, literally 

invaders, were those who were classified outright as illegal squatters and subject to immediate eviction. 

Most of the rural inhabitants fell into the third catergory: the pobladores, a heterogeneous group of 

people of European, ‘Chilean’ and Indigenous descent, to whom the park administration granted 

conditional permission to remain on their land. This article focuses on the pobladores, collapsing 

preexisting social differences based on class and ethnicity into a single social category. This category was 

designed by the founding park administration to be personal, non-transferable, and – hence – transitory. 

The transience of the category has been challenged by its endurance, however. The poblador is thus a 

remnant social category, whose lingering impermanence presents a problem for both the park 

administration, who would rather see them leave, and for the pobladores themselves, who do not enjoy 

full citizenship. The lingering impermanence is perpetuated by the institutionalization of precarity, 

allowing people to remain on their lands under the threat of eviction or relocation, hemmed in 

meanwhile by a set of limited rights and expanded obligations. 

 

By highlighting how Patagonian territories are shaped by racialized categories of governance, the 

shifting status of the settlers becomes a case in point for understanding the population politics of 

Patagonia, where dynamics of access to resources and territories depend on the objectification of 

others. Struggles over the right to territories and citizenship in Patagonia have been shaped by social 

categories and claims to historic rights and prior occupancy (Crespo and Tozzini, 2009, Perez, 2013). The 

poblador falls squarely into this terrain by linking a broad social category to a particular property regime. 

In Nahuel Huapi NP, aided by the broader policies of creating a non-indigenous Argentine citizenry, a 



heterogenous group of newcomers were collapsed into a single category in spite of the persistence of 

social differences and competing claims to rights based on occupancy, heritage and labor. Different 

governmental strategies, from discursive and bureaucratic erasures and omissions to outright physical 

force, led to the shifting position of settler subjects as the central agents in the production of the state 

space. 

 

In this article, I show how shifting park administrations have effectively silenced communities, thereby 

erasing particular modes of being. I suggest that this has happened through a double movement, which 

includes both simplification in terms of kinship, space, property rights and temporality, and complication 

through tedious bureaucratization and the active policing of even very simple daily chores such as the 

collection of firewood. This double movement also fuels inter- and intra-family conflicts. A key 

instrument in consolidating that double movement has been the Permiso Precario de Ocupacion y 

Pastaje (PPOP), a legal document that converted what had been perceived to a be property right 

couched in Lockean terms acknowledging their settler background and the labor invested in the land 

into a makeshift tenure arrangement with its attendant government designed precarity expressed in a 

fundamental banality of paperwork. The presence of the pobladores is thus always conditioned by the 

everyday arbitrariness of the state. This translates into outright violence through the fixing of 

boundaries and space, which over the years has produced an unknown number of evictions, as well as a 

slow, uneventful violence (Nixon, 2011, Povinelli, 2011). 

 

This is a messy story in which the former oppressors, the colonizing agents who arrived in the wake of 

the genocide of the Conquest of the Desert, become oppressed by the state apparatus and an imaginary 

they once claimed to embody. As settlers who arrived during the second wave of colonization in the first 

decades of the twentieth century, the grandparents of these families were key in the perpetuation of 

inequality through the erasure of Mapuche and Tehuelche modes of existence. Yet a second wave of 

colonizing practices threatened to erase not only Mapuche but also settler modes of existence when the 

tourism economies paved the way for a radical reformulation of space. Currently this dynamic by which 

racialized maps of power structure the production of space, seems to be taking a turn that appears 

logical within the current conjuncture of multicultural recognition, yet radical in the light of the violent 

history of minority politics in Argentina. While pobladores are redundant remnants of a bygone state-

building project, indigenous claims to territory and representation within the protected areas reshape 

institutional architectures and access routes to relevant authorities. Within this fine mess we can 

observe a radical rendering of different modes of government which produce people as either surplus, 

savages or citizens. These categories of social order follow a racial grammar embedded in ideas of 

proper Argentineness whereby private property becomes a marker of true citizenry. Such racial 

categories thereby condition self-objectification and subjectivity, creating looping effects between state-

induced social categories and subject positions. This shapes how people position themselves as 

meaningful subjects within the contemporary configuration of the Argentine state-citizen-territorial 

nexus. 

 

2. Methods 



This paper builds on three months of fieldwork during the first half of 2017. I conducted interviews with 

settler families, evicted settlers, park wardens and park administration in Nahuel Huapi National Park. 

Additionally, I interviewed members of park administrations in the other national parks in northwestern 

Patagonia: Lanin NP, Lago Puelo NP, and Los Alerces NP. Some families I visited only once; others, I 

would visit occasionally and interview over several sessions. With this latter group I would also be 

shown around, gaining a sense of their property and the livelihoods it sustained. 

 

3. The politics of recognizability: Territory/race/subjectivity 

The politically charged organization of space – territorialization – involves a set of governmental 

techniques and rationalities such as the classification of particular areas and the concomitant 

establishment of systems of resource control through property rights, jurisdictions and their spatial 

representations (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018, Rasmussen, 2018, Lund and Rachman, 2018). Control over 

resources is therefore deeply connected to control over people as territories become mobilized and 

constructed through political action. As Vandergeest and Peluso (1995) put it, ‘territorial sovereignty 

define[s] people’s political identities as citizens and forms the basis on which states claim authority over 

people and the resources within those boundaries’ (1995, p. 385). Conservation is a case in point of the 

intertwinement of spatial control, social categories, and political subjectivities (Sundberg, 2003, Navarro 

Floria, 2008). A key question here becomes which kinds of idioms and relationship to state institutions 

are mobilized to claim citizenship (Lazar and Nuijten, 2013) and how these are mediated by statutory 

and non-statutory institutions. By focusing on the constellations of territory/race/subjectivity, this 

article makes a contribution to understanding the production of citizenship and social difference in 

relation to protected areas more broadly, and, more specifically, to the emerging scholarship on 

environmental subjectivities and spatial dynamics in Patagonia. 

 

Against this background, I am interested in how the figure of the settler shifts position within the 

racialized geographies of the protected areas of northwestern Patagonia. I am interested in precarity as 

a technique of governance and how that links to ethnic and other social identities. Following Judith 

Butler (2010), I understand precarity as a political field, a racialized technology of government that 

operates through re-territorialization.1 Thus understood, precarity here links to Butler’s concern with 

recognition or, more precisely, recognizability – the dynamics by which certain subjects are produced as 

recognizable persons (2010, 6). The history of Patagonia and the genocide during the conquest of the 

desert is a case in point: certain subjects, the indigenous Mapuche and Tehuelche were dehumanized, 

slaughtered, enslaved and segregated in camps, while other actors, including war veterans and settlers, 

                                                           
1 Judith Butler (2010: xxv, 13–15, 25–26) draws a distinction between precariousness and precarity. 

Whereas precariousness refers to an existential and social condition, precarity can be understood as the 

differential distribution of precariousness which ‘designates that politically induced condition in which 

certain populations suffer from failing social and economic networks of support and become 

differentially exposed to injury, violence and death … Precarity also characterizes that politically induced 

condition of maximized precariousness for populations exposed to arbitrary state violence who often 

have no other option than to appeal to the very state from which they need protection’ (25–26). 



were heralded as embodiments of the expansion and consolidation of the young nation state. Similar 

processes have been described in other settler societies such as Chile (Di Giminiani, 2018), Canada 

(Coulthard, 2014), and Australia (Povinelli, 2011). However, the politics of recognizability and the 

concomitant classifications of savages and agents of civilizations did not end with the war. Indeed, the 

history of Patagonia over the twentieth century can be read through the shifting terrains of recognition. 

The question here is not only which subjects are being produced as recognizable persons and their 

degrees of grievability through the ‘politics of differential subject formation within the contemporary 

maps of power’ (Butler, 2010, 32), but how those power relations condition that recognizability. In other 

words, precarity as a political field produces differentiated rights subjects. 

 

The settler state is a spatial and racialized political project, which implies that the original inhabitants 

(here in particular the Mapuche) have a role prior to the nation-state, but none in the present tense (cf. 

Povinelli, 2011). In the case of the pobladores, I argue, their mode of existence is recognized as 

foundational to the settler state, but the institutionalization of precarity limited their meaningful 

participation in contemporary Argentina. The category of the poblador places these populations in the 

past tense of the nation state. Thus they are not prior to the nation, but fundamental to its genealogy in 

Patagonia. Nevertheless they remain prior to modernity – a condition which is denied to them through 

precarity. Their successful transformation into citizen subjects therefore would imply the physical 

translocation away from the sites they inhabit since there is no place for the poblador outside the 

precarious tenure arrangement. While they are discursively framed as surplus remnants, they 

stubbornly claim coevalness by insisting that the settler identity and mode of existence are intimately 

tied to the mestizo and white settler state in the present tense. This also implies that the poblador 

category refuses to go away in spite of state efforts aiming at this. Settler identities thus endure as 

tropes of Argentineness and citizenry are mobilized within the Patagonian frontier imaginary. 

 

4. The enduring frontier 

Frontier spaces emerge where new resources are ‘discovered’ or where new technologies enables 

extraction of known resources. Turner (2010[1893]) described the Western frontier of the US as an 

expanding tidal wave moving forward in time. Later depictions of frontier dynamics have challenged the 

spatio-temporal logic of such representations. Rather, it has been suggested that frontiers are emerging 

in the interstitial institutional spaces where old regimes of resource control give way to new ones 

(Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). In either depiction, frontier spaces are violent social projects that conquer 

landscapes, radically transforming institutional and social geographies as new resources become subject 

to intense competition over control. Frontiers can emerge, wax, and wane as new institutional 

configurations struggle to secure resource control. Such dynamics are evident in Patagonia, where the 

territorializing efforts of the nation-states did not settle the territories for good. Patagonia continues to 

be shaped by the dynamics of frontier imaginaries and resource exploitation (Mendoza et al., 2017, 

Nouzeilles, 1999, Galafassi, 2013). Figurations of territories as open, empty spaces that can be put to 

good use at will condition economic extractive industries such as forestry, tourism, hydropower, and 

hydrocarbon extraction (Savino, 2016, Shever, 2012, Aagesen, 2001, Mendoza, 2017). Such 

territorializing projects, predicated upon resource exploitation, frontier imaginaries, and dreams of 



development, enact certain policies towards local populations. In this section I show how Nahuel Huapi 

NP was key in mapping a racialized geography onto the settler spaces of Northwestern Patagonia. 

 

The broad band that is now part of the political boundaries between the provinces of Buenos Aires, La 

Pampa and Mendoza to Neuquén and Río Negro in Argentina, and marked by the river Bíobío in Chile, 

was a contact zone in Tsing’s (2005) terms, a zone of awkward engagements between scattered settler 

communities, missionaries, adventurous merchants and traders, and indigenous groups. For decades 

and centuries, Patagonia was outside the control of the Spanish colonial powers (Méndez, 2006, 

Bandieri, 1991, Bandieri, 2005b, Bandieri, 2006, Bandieri, 2014). Forts were established and trading 

networks emerged, but the spatial control remained in the hands of local indigenous groups such as 

Mapuche and Tehuelche. Colonial writings abound with depictions of these mystical territories of giant 

people and animals (Nouzeilles, 2007, Nouzeilles, 1999, Briones, 2005, Diaz and Falaschi, 2002). Fables 

of unprecedented wealth like in the Cuidad de los Cesares, a southern version of El Dorado, circulated 

and animated the spirit of conquest among the colonizers. In fact, the parallel to El Dorado and the 

Amazon is not unwarranted, and these vast and hostile environments of the far south of South America 

have much in common with the impenetrable jungle (see for example Raffles, 2002). 

 

Yet for years, the southern frontier remained relatively stable in cartographic terms. The colonial empire 

was more interested in facilitating the trade routes to the silver mines of Bolivia and northern Argentina 

or between northern Chile and Lima, and little military or commercial effort was put into pushing the 

frontier southwards (Bandieri, 2005a, Bandieri, 2005b, Bessera, 2006). It was only with the so-called 

Conquest of the Desert (in Argentina) and Pacification of Araucania (in Chile) in the 1880s that the young 

nation-states of post-colonial (but definitely not decolonized) South America gained military and 

institutional control over Patagonia. Through military campaigns, local populations were diminished by 

concentration camps, slavery, and slaughter. The territories of the southern frontier yielded to the 

effective control of the governments in Santiago de Chile and Buenos Aires, and new territorializing 

policies developed to ensure domination of these windy terrains. In Argentina, anti-Chilean legislation 

emerged in the post-conquest years, severely affecting Mapuche communities who traditionally had 

flourished on both sides of the cordillera. Popular imaginaries of the Mapuche as foreigners in Argentina 

prospered (Briones, 2005). Even to this day, the Mapuche are discursively framed as not-quite-

Argentineans (Radovich and Balazote, 2009, Miniconi and Guyot, 2010, Trentini et al., 2010, Ramos and 

Delrio, 2011). 

 

Patagonia was conquered by two nation-states. On both sides of the unstable national borders, so-called 

peritos – land surveyors – painstakingly mapped out the details of these complicated, harsh and 

unfriendly territories. The most famous of these was Francisco ‘Perito’ Moreno, an Argentinian explorer-

scientist heralded as the single most important architect of the southern Argentinean territories 

(Stefanelli, 2016). He also pioneered protected areas in Patagonia through his donation of lands on the 

shores of Lake Nahuel Huapi in 1903 on the condition that it would become part of a national park. In 

1922, the National Park of the South was founded, and in 1934 it expanded to become the Nahuel Huapi 

National Park (Bessera, 2006, Méndez, 2006). The first national parks of Patagonia – Nahuel Huapi, Los 



Alerces, Lanin, Glaciares – had a marginal interest in biodiversity and conservation, and were more 

concerned with creating leisure grounds for the white Argentinians, consolidating state spaces in what 

colonial maps had defined as ‘unconquered lands of Indians’, and fixing the national boundary with Chile 

(see Mendoza, 2018a, Mendoza, 2018b). The protected areas were territorializing entities instrumental 

in stabilizing a state presence in the area. 

 

Despite the recent genocide in Patagonia, Nahuel Huapi NP was not founded on uninhabited territories. 

After the conquest of the desert, during which decisive battles had taken place within Cuyin Manzano in 

northeastern Nahuel Huapi NP, the territories around Lake Nahuel Huapi were turned into a so-called 

Colonia Agro-Pastoril (Perez, 2013). Divided into plots of 625 ha distributed along the shores of the vast 

lake, this colonial settlement aimed at attracting settlers who would engage in agriculture and livestock 

activities. This was part of an effort to disrupt existing trans-Andean trade networks governed primarily 

by the Mapuche, and to rearticulate marketstowards Buenos Aires. The agro-pastoral colonies were 

inhabited by settler families, many of whom had been travelling for years in search of well-suited lands 

for settlement. The establishment of Nahuel Huapi National Park implied a radical restructuring of 

property and user rights among settlers in the agro-pastoral colony of Nahuel Huapi (Navarro Floria, 

2008, Núñez, 2014). Some landowners, those with sufficient economic and political power, were able to 

negotiate the continuation of their property rights. Settlers of European and indigenous descent alike 

who did not hold title deeds, but who had settled the tierras fiscales (public land) with that expectation 

were stripped of what they perceived to be hard-earned property rights by decree. Instead, these settler 

families, who until this point of time in the late 1930s had been regarded as colonizers of the nation-

state, were granted the Permiso Precario de Ocupación y Pastaje, an unprotected title that gave them 

restricted user rights to their home, animals, and the territories that they occupied. 

 

Nahuel Huapi NP was thus mapped over an unstable settler geography, instituting by implication a new 

property rights and resource use regime over which the park enforced its authority. Across Patagonia, 

state and non-state institutions competed over resource control. Settler communities, perhaps most 

famously the Welsh in the province of Chubut, arrived en bloc to implement a racialized improvement to 

the locally existing production systems (Taylor, 2017). Patagonia was turning into a land of sheep, oil and 

mines. To the far south, in the Tierra del Fuego, penal colonies were established to harness the unruly 

frontier subjects and later dissidents and rebels against the different military dictatorships of the 

twentieth century (Edwards, 2014). Through the establishment of the authority of the national park 

administration, its role in the development of the regional economy, and the rearticulation of 

northwestern Patagonia away from the Pacific towards Buenos Aires, Nahuel Huapi NP helped stabilize 

the unruly settler geography. It was thus firmly establishing itself within an emerging institutional 

landscape of resource and population control. 

 

The protected areas were key to the ‘whitening’ of the Patagonian geography. Nahuel Huapi NP was 

from the outset the crown jewel of Patagonia’s national parks (Wakild, 2017). Set in a landscape that 

bore resemblance to Switzerland, Nahuel Huapi was imagined as an idyllic backdrop for the countryside 

retreats of wealthy porteños, people from Buenos Aires (Bessera, 2006). This is an aestheticization of 



space, as the area was modelled after central European standards, designed to mimic the postcard-

perfect beauty of the Alps. New species of trees (pines) and animals (wild boar, deer) were introduced. 

An elaborate network of roads connected the growing regional capital of San Carlos de Bariloche to the 

newly established villas turisticas of which Villa la Angostura, with 15,000 inhabitants today, is by far the 

largest. Significantly inhabited zones also emerged around Traful (Silveira et al., 2010, Bersten, 2014) 

and Tacul, while Mascardi and others remain largely rural and/or drive-through places. An elaborate 

architectural template – likewise modelled after Swiss aesthetics – accompanied the road network, and 

the headquarters of the national park in Bariloche connect visually to all signposts and park outposts. 

 

It is against this background that I discuss the category of the precarious in the government of the 

territories of Nahuel Huapi NP. 

 

5. Governing through precarity 

Erasmo2 – an elderly man who with his beret, woven belt (faja) and colored neck scarf set against his 

sparkling eyes seems to embody the image of the Argentinean rancher, the Gaucho - pointed to a 

wooden board on the side of his house. It is hanging insecurely and in need of replacement. To do that, 

Erasmo will have to get permission from the local park warden. Experience tells him that it may take 

time. Years, in fact. 

 

I am visiting Erasmo in his home in Villa Traful, a small rural settlement on the southern shores of Lake 

Traful. Only connected to the outside world by a rough gravel road, Villa Traful is yet to become 

thoroughly inserted into tourist circuits. His family came to this area in the 1902. Like most of the other 

families with whom I talked in Nahuel Huapi NP, they had arrived in the area via Chile, slowly descending 

southwards before settling in Traful. Here, they made a living from livestock and a plot of land. In 1937, 

his grandmother received an unexpected visit. Park personnel came to inform her that lands the family 

had occupied for almost twenty years (the exact year of arrival is disputed since prolonged residence of 

more than twenty years produces ownership rights according to frontier land policies, hence the 

difference between the year the family claims to have arrived and the year which is issued on the PPOP) 

had become part of a national park. The personnel would issue a document to compensate for the loss 

of ownership rights: the permiso precario de ocupación y pastaje (PPOP), a precarious permission to 

homesteading and pasturing. In this document, the family became entitled to a specific number of 

livestock. Formally, this should be based on the existing number but interviews suggest a systematic 

under-estimation of livestock, which to this day affects the herd sizes within these homesteader 

ranching economies and makes herding unviable for many. They were awarded user rights to their 

homes, but article 6 in the PPOP simultaneously stated that: 

In the case of lands included in the declaration of public domain referred to in Article 15 of the 

law of 12.103 [Law of National Parks from 1934] it is well understood that the permit granted 

                                                           
2 All names are pseudonyms 



does not give any right over the land; the Director of National Parks, when it deems it 

convenient, can give notice to the interested party who will be granted a period of six months 

for the eviction, without any right to compensation; being authorized to withdraw property 

improvements 

 

In other words, the family – like all others who were unable to defend the dominion over the lands – 

was living at the mercy of a far-away and newly emerged institution. I have no data on the exact number 

of evictions ordered by the Nahuel Huapi NP. According to interviews, evictions of their neighbors were 

intense during the first years after the park’s establishment in 1934. Interviewees also suggested that 

the intensity of evictions correlated with the disposition of the central government at any time, and that 

the military dictatorship of the 1970s thus meant stricter regimes within the park. Evictions seem to 

have followed the zoning of the national park, concentrating people in the populated zones or along 

tourist circuits and major roads, while pushing harder policies against people in stricter conservation 

zones such as the so-called ‘perilago’ on the western shores of Lake Nahuel Huapi, Isla Victoria and the 

northern shores of Lake Traful. For families like those of the perilago, the strict regimes were also 

shaped by the prohibition of foreigners – here, in particular Chileans – to own property in the proximity 

of the border. In recent decades, the park has actively engaged in a strategy where pobladores are given 

concessions to tourist services like camping grounds and horseback riding in exchange of a reduction of 

livestock on the ranches. 

 

To the people living in the perilago, for example, the threat of eviction from this zone of stricter 

conservation is ever-present. Quique, who had given up work on receiving formal permission for his 

tourist housing project, found that the regime of park control of his everyday affairs and livelihood 

possibilities translated into deep frustrations. ‘We are being treated as second-class citizens’, he 

lamented as we shared a mate in his home in Villa Angostura. He had suffered eviction, and park 

personnel had burned down his property and other assets. He astutely video-documented the ruins of 

his home, and successfully brought the case to court. He has now rebuilt his rustic hostel and continues 

to transport visitors to the western shores of Lake Nahuel Huapi in his rather fragile boat. 

 

As suggested in the introduction, the PPOP works through a double movement of complication and 

simplification. In theory it is ‘personal’ and ‘intransferible’ (personal and non-transferable), meaning 

that with the death of the entitled person, land would become part of the Nahuel Huapi NP. At the time 

of establishment, this meant that a complex web of social relations constituting the settler families was 

reduced to exclusionary ownership by a single family member. In families such as Erasmo’s, tensions 

between siblings over entitlements have become endemic and Erasmo himself has been in a long-

standing conflict with his sisters over rights to what has been family land. 

 

The PPOP thereby simplifies local genealogies. The de facto transference of the PPOP into a ‘succession’ 

had created problems, including conflicts over inheritance, for both family structures and the park 

administration. A centrally placed person within the administration of one of the north Patagonian parks 



explained to me how this had created a ‘legal vacuum’, leading the parks to an ad hoc and highly 

personalized treatment of the PPOP holders. Indeed, several working groups and seminars have been 

held within the national parks services to address the issue of the holders of the PPOP, the so-called 

pobladores. The national park lacks policies that can deal effectively with these inhabitants, who 

number almost 500 nationwide, including 65 living in Nahuel Huapi NP. Thus, the precarity initially 

intended for the unwanted settlers has gradually been reflected back and now poses a fundamental 

problem to local park administrations. Systematic evictions are impossible due to a political conjuncture 

favoring human rights. Private property is ruled out by the threats to conservation that an emergent real 

estate market would create. Free land in this area is a scarce and extremely valuable asset. The current 

strategy of naming persons from the cohort of heirs creates conflicts within the families but increases 

their legibility to park officials. 

 

Along with the genealogical simplifications, the PPOP produces a number of complications that govern 

everyday access to resources. Issuing precarious permits has been a common means of granting user 

rights without property rights in the early colonies (Figueroa, 2010). But while the PPOP was not a 

bureaucratic innovation of the national park services, in Nahuel Huapi NP it became institutionalized in 

ways that go beyond the intention to avoid legal ownership. In 1970, Erasmo’s mother – according to 

the park archives the daughter of an Argentine man and a Chilean woman – sent a letter directly to the 

president of the republic, complaining about the way this family, who had lived there since 1902, was 

being treated by the ‘periodic harassment’ (periodica molesta) of the park administration bringing down 

‘constant distress’ (constante zosobra) upon their home. This brings us back to the present state of 

Erasmo’s deteriorating outer wall. Every time he and other pobladores seek to make improvements to 

their houses, collect firewood, transport animals or engage in other activities with a potential impact on 

the environment, they must file an official application that travels through the park warden at the local 

ranger station to the park administration in Bariloche. During my conversations with Erasmo and other 

pobladores a recurrent gesture was that of hand crushing a sheet of paper and throwing into the trash 

bin. Indeed, even the simplest of permissions could take a long time. 

 

In Erasmo’s case, his family spent between 1967 and 1971 soliciting the establishment of a small kiosk to 

articulate their economy to the still nascent tourist economy. Erasmo’s family eventually prevailed in 

their endeavors and he is now running a camping site. Recently, like others around Traful, he has 

experienced increased pressure on his property (see Bersten, 2014). As roads are improving and tourism 

continues to boom in the area, the real estate market is heating up in Traful and Villa la Angostura. As 

the minor towns are enclosed by protected areas with little chance of spatial expansion, the land 

potentially open for investment (albeit in Erasmo’s case operating in the twilight between legal and 

illegal) increases its value. For Erasmo, this materialized when porteño investors came with big plans to 

improve productivity and create profit from idle lands, and, thus, to make ‘good use’ of his acquired 

rights to a camping site. While constituting an illegal move, the investor was according to Erasmo aided 

by local park wardens. This is not the place to go into the details of this operation, which was eventually 

solved when a voluntary lawyer from a Neuquen-based NGO worked to revoke the signed contract. 

However, while precarity in Traful is attaining new shapes, it builds on similar structures and social 



relations that have been institutionalized over the eighty years of the park’s existence with profound 

implications for the configuration of territory. 

 

The simplifications and complications combine to produce an uneven terrain of resource access and 

autonomy. Due to the historical developments outlined above, Nahuel Huapi NP today operates with 

three distinct ownership categories that enjoy highly differentiated rights: private property, communal 

property and the permiso precario. The distinction between private property and the more precarious 

forms of property rights (PPOP and communal) harkens back to the establishment of the park and the 

ability of economic and political elites to retain private property within the boundaries of the national 

park. According to staff from Nahuel Huapi NP, about one third of the territory is privately owned. Some 

belong to businesses, while others belong to wealthy national and international elites. Near Traful, for 

example, 10,000 ha are fenced in and form private the leisure hunting grounds. Across the park, wealthy 

members of a non-Patagonian elite enjoy secure property rights purchased in the area under sometimes 

suspicious circumstances, reworking buffer zones. This includes a right to barbed wire, fences, and 

locked doors that the PPOP and communal rights do not grant. In the following sections, I look further 

into the tensions between other forms of property rights and their attendant social and civil rights. 

 

6. Precarity and the arbitrary 

Historically, precarity is intimately linked to the arbitrariness of rule in Nahuel Huapi NP. Remember the 

excerpt from the documents stipulating the terms of the PPOP: whenever park administration finds it 

convenient it can effectuate an eviction. There is no pretending that the PPOP as a property regime 

should become a ‘principle true in every country’ in Mitchell’s (2002) terms. In fact, it seems to work in 

the opposite way. The power of the PPOP lies exactly in its situated arbitrariness, in its double 

movement of simplifying genealogies but complicating bureaucratic procedure. It forces settler families, 

the pobladores, to be able to read the institutional landscape in a very personalized way by confronting 

them with unmistakably arbitrary government actions. They well know, that their chances of success - of 

getting permission to anything from exchanging wood boards on the outer walls of their homes to 

establishing camping sites – depends on their relationship to park wardens. 

 

This constellation of the arbitrary as a mode of government creates fertile ground for distrust. In Traful I 

wanted to talk to Pablo Figueroa. I had arranged with Figueroa’s daughter to visit him, but doors 

appeared shut and nobody was to be seen. On my way back I wanted to see if I could get hold of 

Figueroas neighbor, who proved to be equally elusive. His mother told me this: ‘Nobody is going to want 

to talk to you. People are afraid’. [la gente tiene miedo] Later I was talking to Erasmo, and pieces began 

to come together. He himself had been reluctant at first, but after speaking to the lawyer who had 

helped him in the case against the investors – and after I had spent an hour on the phone with the 

lawyer explaining my project and affiliations – he had agreed. He told me how he would sometimes hide 

behind closed curtains when park warden were honking horns in front of his closed gate. They made 

unannounced visits to the homes of pobladores to collect licit and illicit taxes, mainly on wood and 



livestock, and to govern resources through seemingly arbitrary and highly personalized forms of 

engagement. The arbitrary takes many forms. 

 

As to Figueroa, his family had been resettled a few years before from the northern shore of Lake Traful. I 

was struck by the fear that I had encountered in Traful. Part of the reason for this may be found in the 

increased pressure on the real estate market in this town which attracts adventurous investors like the 

man who had tried to lure Erasmo into a business deal. As outlined above, urban expansion is an issue 

because land is scarce. When Traful gained municipal status it had direct consequences for some 

families: they were pobladores with a PPOP. With the municipalization of Traful, a line between the 

urban area and the protected area was drawn through what they perceived to be their land. By the 

stroke of the pen, most of their territory was lost to the park and they were only able to retain much 

smaller plots as private property that remained inside the municipal area. 

 

If initially the settlers were key actors in the production of Patagonia as a state space, the establishment 

of protected areas rendered them redundant in that biopolitical strategy. In each of the sites I visited, I 

would hear different stories of the levels of repression but all were structured around the same 

narrative of arrival, settlement and rights through laboring on the land. Not all families across the 

Nahuel Huapi NP would reveal stories of violent repression. As outlined above, this partly harkens back 

to the internal zoning of the park, which resulted into quite different policies of eviction and the 

arbitrary governance across the territory. Yet even in zones of relatively tranquil co-existence the 

everyday arbitrariness of the park-people interface is unpredictably site-specific. 

 

The category of poblador glosses over internal differences. This is clear in another place in the park 

where two families with Germanic ancestry are both registered as pobladores. Both names reveal family 

genealogies and their place in local social hierarchies. One of these is Bauer, who has a camping ground 

by the shores of the lake. Like many other families, this one has endured conflict over the right to 

permanence after the death of the old possessor of the PPOP. This is a familiar story and I will not go 

more into details. What is interesting about the Bauers is the size of the territory that they held in 

possession at the time of the establishment of the park. Mr. Bauer told me how the family had arrived 

and settled in the area in the early twentieth century. His grandparents had been tough people – 

pistoleros armed to protect the frontier homestead and ranching economy– and had managed to build a 

good sized herd and to maintain control over considerable territory. Enter the third settler family that I 

want to highlight to suggest the enduring social inequalities even within the poblador category: Don 

Huilipan. Or, as Mr. Bauer referred to him in our conversation: el Indio Huilipan. Huilipan, the Indian. 

 

The Huilipan family is of indigenous descent. Prior to the establishment of the park, the family – the 

parents of the now elderly Don Huilipan – had been migratory workers. Upon settlement near the lake, 

they had begun to work for the wealthier families in the area, including the pistoleros at the Bauer ranch 

and catering to the nearby hotel business. Don Huilipan himself had led a life of occasional work, 

military service, and on-farm family activities related to livestock and small plots. For years he has also 



been part of the labor reserve of the national park, lending an able hand required for construction, 

transportation, clearing roads of snow, logging, and other practical tasks. 

 

To Don Huilipan, the denomination of el Indio expresses the enduring inequalities that persist. He knows 

well that Mr. Bauer refers to him in this way. In a replay of frontier narratives, he explained to me over 

mate in his kitchen that every family must seek its own luck in these territories. Both Bauer and Huilipan 

inhabit territories shaped by social difference. Both are frontiersmen. In recent years, ethnicity has 

begun to emerge as a political repertoire through which to launch claims to territories and rights. And 

yet, even families with Mapuche surnames who could arguably mobilize ethnic identity to claim rights 

stubbornly stick to their settler identity and precarious permission. In the following section I explore the 

recent surge in ethnic mobilizations in Patagonia, in particular in relation to land struggles in protected 

areas. After that, I return to the persistence of settler identities in Nahuel Huapi NP. 

 

7. Battlegrounds of ethnicity 

Mr. Huilcaman is the owner of a camping ground on the shore of a lake. Like many other pobladores 

these days, he runs a small business related to tourism. Huilcaman, the reader may notice, is not a 

surname of European origin. His family came to the area in the early 1910s. His grandfather brought the 

Mapuche surname into the family, but he underscores to me that he belongs to a family of mixed 

origins, having roots in both indigenous and European communities. Further down the narrow river 

gorge that connects the lake to the main river, a new indigenous Mapuche community has been formed. 

They share a surname with Mr. Huilcaman. Indeed, they are related. 

 

Like other protected areas in Argentina, Nahuel Huapi NP has seen an increase in territorial claims based 

on ethnic identities (Trentini, 2016). Facilitated by new legislative initiatives, indigenous groups formerly 

classified as either pobladores (or often non-entitled descendants of pobladores reflecting the non-

transferability and indivisibility of the PPOP) or intrusos (literally ‘invaders’, categorizing squatters on 

park territories) are claiming rights and representation in the protected areas. As of 2019, 11 indigenous 

communities were registered or made claims in Nahuel Huapi NP; seven of these are represented 

through the co-management scheme I outline below. The establishment of indigenous communities and 

their direct representation represent novel ways in which the park administration engage with its rural 

populations. 

 

Despite its apparent advantages – including relative resource autonomy – some settler families such as 

Mr Huilcaman’s could claim territorial rights based on indigenous identity but refuse to do so and prefer 

to continue their individualized land possession under the auspices of the park administration. As was 

also noted in the case of the park administration in Bariloche, for each of the current holders of a PPOP, 

countless other family members have been excluded from accessing the lands. In fact, in the case of 

Huilcaman as well as in other instances of communal titles in the park the new indigenous communities 

have grown out of enduring family disputes over rights associated with the PPOP. Thus, for both 



pobladores and indigenous communities, identity claims are linked to historical rights but these are 

mobilized through different repertoires – that is, through different configurations of the relationship 

between the collective identities and their relationship to settler society (Perez, 2013). 

 

There has been a recent surge in territorial claims based on indigenous identities in Patagonia in 

particular and in Argentina in general. The shift is remarkable given the stigma and violence that 

historically has been attached to being indigenous in Argentina. Argentina’s relationship to its 

indigenous populations is a troubled one. From the Toba in the north to the Selknam in the Tierra del 

Fuego, state policies combined with brute force have diminished or even eradicated indigenous 

populations and further pushed large numbers into urban areas (Briones, 2005, Briones and Delrio, 

2007). Officially, roughly three percent of Argentina’s population are registered as indigenous, but, as 

with neighboring Chile, where recent studies found more Mapuche living in the urban centers than in 

the Mapuche communities of the south, the actual number is probably higher. Since the ratification of 

the ILO convention 169 in 2000, Argentina has added a number of multicultural laws that facilitate 

indigenous claims to territories. As elsewhere, encounters between multiculturalism and settler colonial 

states produce new and subtle forms of exclusion based on recognition (Povinelli, 2011). Social 

hierarchies based on cultural difference persist as those recognized are forced to comply with standards 

of authenticity and tradition. 

 

The recent emergence of indigenous territorial claims has added to the territorial and institutional 

complexity of Nahuel Huapi NP. Inspired by the establishment of a co-management scheme in 

neighboring Lanín NP, representatives from the Mapuche communities mobilized to demand a similar 

arrangement in Nahuel Huapi NP (Trentini, 2016). Co-management means that representatives from the 

Mapuche movements (in plural, since there are several) are employed by the park administration and 

work in cooperation with the office which handles ‘social affairs’. Nahuel Huapi NP is cut in two halves 

by the border between the provinces of Neuquen and Rio Negro. Argentine federalism shapes civil 

society, and Mapuche organizations are organized according to provinces. So also is representation 

through employment in the park, although those employed tend to belong to a young and 

predominantly urban Mapuche group (see Briones, 2007). In addition to the everyday presence of 

Mapuche in the planning and execution of the work, a monthly meeting is held with representatives 

from the eight participating communities. This has recently been expanded to include also the 

comanagement administration and participating communities from PN Lanín, the National Institute for 

Indigenous Affairs, and the vice-president from the central parks administration in Buenos Aires. 

 

The emergence of co-management has therefore been interpreted (and represented) as a great 

achievement for the Mapuche movement. By contrast, the pobladores of Nahuel Huapi do not have 

direct representation in the national park. They do not even have an organization that pretends to 

represent them. In some zones, Asociaciones de Fomento Rural (Rural Development Organizations) have 

had short-termed lives, but there has been little engagement between these and the park 

administration, which continues to deal with the pobladores individually and directly. 



 

To Mr Huilipan, the surge in ethnic mobilizations may be read as strategic essentialism. That is an 

interpretation he shares with other pobladores as well as many I spoke to within the park administration 

to make sense of the sudden interest in Mapuche identities in the lower river basin, where his family are 

claiming territories. During this fieldwork, I did not talk to this community or any other of the Mapuche 

communities and shall not judge the validity of their claims. For my present purpose, what interests me 

is the refusal of the legitimacy to many – not all – of these claims that I encountered in my conversations 

with settler families. ‘These have lived here as long as we have’, I would hear in different iterations 

during my interviews with pobladores. Such claims tell us much about how they perceive themselves 

and their own role in the development of these territories. In the following section I explore the 

persistence of settler identities in spite of but also in relation to the institutionalization of precarity. 

 

8. A lingering impermanence: The persistence of settler identities 

Why do people linger in Nahuel Huapi NP under the auspices of the PPOP? And why does Mr Huilipan 

look with disdain at his extended kin as they mobilize ethnic identities to claim territorial rights that 

seem to come bundled with access rights to the institution that governs territories and resources in the 

area? 

 

All the families that I interviewed have strong narratives of arrival. They know the route through which 

their grandparents arrived, and describe in almost Lockean terms how the labor that the families have 

put into the landscape has created entitlements which were furthermore supported by the colonization 

provisions stipulating that material improvements were necessary to establish territorial claims (Perez, 

2013, see also Campbell, 2016 for similar dynamics in Brazil). It is this practice of claiming property rights 

through labor, which was disrupted by the PPOP regime being very explicit in its limitations on any 

alteration of the physical environment, as in the prohibition of the use of durable materials. In the 

previous section I described how settler families would dispute the claims of family members or long-

time neighbors with reference to the question of prior occupancy. This buys into two elements of a 

familiar story that both relate to frontier imaginaries of Patagonia. First, as explicated above, historically 

Mapuche identity has been associated with being foreign, or perhaps more precisely, being Chilean. 

While there is evidence that the Mapuche straddled both sides of their Andean cordillera before the 

conquest of the desert, a dominant narrative persistently figures the Mapuche as intruders (Briones, 

2005). Second, it connects to constructions of Patagonia as an empty, unpeopled space. In this version, 

no people inhabited the spectacular landscapes of Nahuel Huapi. This empty land merely waited for 

settlers to arrive and make good use of its abundant resources. 

 

Such claims can be disputed (Bandieri, 2006, Méndez, 2006, Trentini et al., 2010, Bessera, 2006). But the 

settler families and their genealogies fit well into the frontier narrative of conquest and settlement. The 

pobladores are often referred to as criollos, which in Argentina are people of European descent born in 

the country. Thus, the racial grammar (see Stoler, 1995) of these categories continues to produce 

racialized territories. The self-objectification as settlers relies on this racial grammar to perform an 



originary split between savagery and civilization. To insist on being criollo and poblador is to insist on 

occupying a historically significant role in the construction of modern Argentina (see also Bandieri, 

2005a, Bandieri, 2005b). The Nahuel Huapi NP disrupted this imaginary by turning settlers into squatters 

and second-class citizens. Settler descendants are thus recognized for their place in the genealogy of 

Patagonia, but not for their current subject position. 

 

The arrival of the national park fundamentally changed the presence of the central government in the 

area. The state became visible in the most tangible ways through the construction of infrastructures 

related to tourism. Little was done to cater for the needs of the rural populations who were facing either 

eviction or suffocation. Beyond the provisions of tourist services, the pobladores were rendered 

redundant. Such a pattern is visually evident further south in the Los Alerces NP near Esquel (Aagesen, 

2000). This park has a much simpler layout than Nahuel Huapi; and here all pobladores live next to the 

single road that runs through the park territory. Although following a different spatial pattern due to the 

complexity of the park, similar dynamics seem to be at play in Nahuel Huapi. The vast majority of the 

people that I interviewed in this park were engaged in some sort of touristic service – mostly camping 

grounds – and/or had at some point delivered services to the park administration. 

 

The current distribution of land and services is the outcome of the last 80 years of engagement and 

negotiation between settler families and shifting park administration. The ones represented here were 

allowed to stay, while an unknown number of families have been evicted over the years. What remains 

certain is that even within the families that were able to retain permanence on the lands where their 

parents or grandparents settled there is often conflict over succession. The PPOP has a double nature. 

While it institutionalizes the precarious in a very literal way – whenever the park finds eviction 

convenient it can be effectuated, as stated in the document – is still functions as a claim to something: a 

plot of land and recognition by a relevant authority. Informally, it prescribes a set of social relations that 

can be enacted to claim rights even if these, as Quique said, are of second grade. 

 

The persistence of settler identities in the criollo settler state of Argentina harkens back to the 

relationship between settler nationalism and prior occupancy. In discussing the ‘governance of the 

prior’, Povinelli writes: ‘In acceding to the logic of the priority of the prior as the legitimate foundation of 

governance, the settler state projected those who already inhabited the land before the settlers’ arrival 

as spatially, socially and temporally before in the double sense of ‘before’ – before it in a temporal 

sequence and before it as a fact to be faced’, (2011, 36). This leads to a bifurcation in which the native 

and indigenous are relegated to the past while the settler citizens belong to the future. 

 

This is a compelling argument that also seems to accurately describe the Mapuche communities of 

Patagonia. And yet, this is turned upside-down by the site-specific configurations of settler identities in 

which the pobladores have become disentangled from the narrative of state formation and settler 

nationalism. The institutionalization of precarity through the PPOP translates into a separate category 

that is either a relic of the past or confined to a narrow space of economic and political action with little 



room for alternative social projects. ‘You left and you are out’ (te fuiste y te perdiste) was an 

explanation that I heard from both park administration and settler families to explain the logic of the 

PPOP. Once you leave the assigned spot that your family conquered and cultivated, there is no turning 

back. Park wardens will be quick to appear to burn down the entire lot to ensure that no other family 

members may appear. The endurance and exhaustion of the settler families is therefore a condition 

inherent in the PPOP. Perdiste – the loss – in the adage refers not only to the loss of physical assets, but, 

more broadly, to the loss of being criollo and, more specifically, poblador. This brings us back to 

Povinelli: to settler families, social struggles over resources, recognition and identity are confined to 

narrow and a-political spaces. Poblador politics are contained. Living under the latent threat of evictions, 

settler families have seen little choice but compliance. Forms of resistance – counter-conduct in 

Foucault’s terms (2007, 204) – are therefore conditioned and limited within the territories of the 

protected area. The cramped spaces of the pobladores are not sites for alternative social and political 

projects. The project of the settlers is rather one that demands that the national narrative of the criollo 

settler translates into just material conditions and social relations. It should do so by reconstituting the 

link between their Lockean entitlements to landed property and citizenship rights by granting them a 

significant place in both the present and the future of these areas. 

 

9. Conclusion: Institutionalizing precarity 

Governing through the arbitrary, the institutionalization of precarity works through direct engagements 

with park wardens and settler families through the double movement of simplication of genealogy and 

complication of bureaucratic procedure. This troubles the narratives of citizenship and belonging on the 

Patagonian frontier as former settlers are governed by a park administration acting as a local sovereign, 

effectively dismantling the connections to other state institutions and thereby also state recognition. 

 

It is no coincidence that Mapuche today speak of the Second Conquest of the Desert. This discursive 

framing suggests changes in the constellations of race/territorory/subjectivity in frontier zones. Rural 

inhabitants of Patagonia are no strangers to the work of categories, knowledge regimes, economic 

interest, and political influence. These are crucial technologies of government, which enable some forms 

of life and exploitation, while sidelining and excluding others. The cornering of marginal populations into 

rural spaces of Patagonia is therefore both to be taken literally and figuratively. The settlers are key in 

the genealogy of Argentine society, embodying the expansion of the southern frontier and acting as key 

agents in the consolidation of the national territory. But the territorial dynamics rendered them 

redundant in the racial grammar of territory that followed the initial settlement. Now, previously curbed 

social differences emerge as Mapuche community mobilizes ethnic identities to claim differential rights. 

 

Settlers have come to occupy a peculiar place within these new racialized geographies of Patagonia. 

Park administrations work to resolve the Gordian knot that is the category of the poblador, but are 

caught between the persistence of the settlers and their mode of existence, the promise of 

multiculturalism and human rights, and the new territorial dynamics attracting capital investments in 

extraction and the real estate market. The settlers of the national parks of Patagonia therefore hold a 



firm place in the territorial genealogy of Patagonia, but remain in these territories as relics of the past. 

Thus there is no contemporary citizenship subjectivity available to them, no space beyond tourist service 

provision. Their modes of existence are therefore only recognizable in the past tense. 

 

In enduring frontier spaces such as Patagonia, it therefore becomes pertinent to think about the subtle 

workings of power. While the genocidal policies of the 19th century may be a relic of the past – although 

the recent disappearance of Santiago Maldonado in Cushamen may indicate otherwise – populations of 

Patagonia continue to endure the slow violence of everyday suffering. In the settler territories of 

Patagonia we see how the contemporary maps of racialized power condition the politics of subject 

formation, but also how that is met with stubborn resistance – itself racialized – as the settlers seek 

rights to full citizenship and a place in the contemporary frontier narrative of Patagonia. 
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