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R E P O RT

Pablo Arturo Mansilla Quiñones and Miguel Melin Pehuen

A S t ruggle for Territor y, a S tru g g le
Aga in s t Bo rders
The Mapuche conf lict in Argentina and Chile contests notions of borders
promulgated by the nation-state. Their territorial dispute encompasses not only
material control over land, but also a f ight to def ine its nature and use.

O

n November 14, 2018, Camilo Catrillanca,
a young man from the traditional Mapuche
community of Temucuicui, was shot from
behind and murdered, adding yet another
weychafe, or young warrior, to the list of those lost in the
fight for territory. A Chilean military police unit sent by
the Sebastián Piñera administration fired the shot from an
assault rifle.
The state-led political violence of recent decades
constitutes a low-intensity war in a region that security
forces have deemed a “red zone of the Mapuche conflict,”
an area characterized by “Mapuche ethnic terrorism,”
according to those in power. The “red zone” represents
the f inal frontier that the state and capitalist interests
have established in Mapuche territory, while reinforcing
the harmful othering of social groups that live there.
These borders are drawn through extractivism—including
through the lumber, mining, and energy sectors—and
through its defense of latifundios, which overlap with
the Xawümen, the ancestral territorial boundaries of the
Mapuche. At the same time, epistemic borders deny the
existence of other kinds of knowledge and territorialities.
In the context of territorial disputes over the material
control and meaning of these lands, these borders reveal

the persistence of colonial power structures into the
present-day.
In L atin America, long-term structural violence
characterizes the domestic colonialism that nationstates continue to deploy on Indigenous peoples. This
colonial rule is imposed on Indigenous peoples through
the symbolic and material borders that separate them
from colonial society. The kinds of structural, symbolic,
epistemic, and direct violence that affect Indigenous
peoples are mechanisms that facilitate control over the land
and the people, thus eliminating any territorial conception
that def ies state-drawn borders. Deterritorializing the
Mapuche transgresses communal methods of land and
environmental appropriation that have historically
sustained their communities, human geographer Rogerio
Haesbaert writes.
Historically speaking, the Mapuche people’s struggle
for land is one of the longest-standing conflicts in the
Americas. For centuries, this community has resisted
structural, symbolic, and direct violence from the Chilean
and Argentine governments. Through force, this violence
laid the foundation for accumulation by dispossession
and the imposition of a coloniality of power—to use the
theory popularized by sociologist Aníbal Quijano—over the
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The idea of boundaries or borders does not exist
within Mapuche thought.
Mapuche people. This power functions on the level of
“each of the planes, environments, and dimensions, both
material and subjective, of the daily existence and the scale
of society at-large,” Quijano writes.
In particular, expressions of coloniality over the Mapuche
exist in a number of forms: on the one hand, there is the
coloniality of knowledge, generated through epistemic
violence, which, as philosopher Santiago Castro Gómez
proposes in his critique of the structures of coloniality,
denies Mapuche forms of knowledge for not aligning with
formal, scientific knowledge. There is also the coloniality
of existing—that is, the ontological violence that has
long denied the existence of the Mapuche people, thus
dehumanizing them, in the words of decolonial sociologist
Ramón Grosfoguel—and the coloniality of being, referring
the violence that befell the relational territorial ontologies
the Mapuche people’s land and alternative ways of life
created, whose effects are evident from interventions
into Mapuche territory and loss of their land. Nor can
we forget the coloniality of nature, which negates the
Mapuche relationship with nature, thus reducing it, from
an economic perspective, to a natural resource that must be
appropriated and dominated, as political ecologist Héctor
Alimonda has covered. In short, colonial relations imposed
by the nation-state have denied other ways of being,
knowing, and existing with and within land and nature.
In this sense, it is important to highlight that Mapuche
dispossession doesn’t just relate to land ownership, but
rather to a form of territorial existence denied by the
hegemonic imposition of modern Western society. The
Mapuche’s own identity accounts for the relationship
between existing, being with, and being within the land,
a unique conceptualization recognized by Mapuche
authors such as co-author Miguel Melin, José Quidell,
and Sergio Caniuqueo. In fact, the concept of “Mapu”
refers to the notion of geographic space, while “Che”
refers to the ontological categor y of person, which
defines humanity not only as being alive, but as a social
condition that one aspires to reach over the course of
their life. This dual relationship between space (mapu)
and person (che) contests dichotomous modern-colonial

notions in order to make sense of the relationship between
human beings and space.
From this perspective, it is important to recognize the
difference between the concepts that define the structuring
of Mapuche territory vis-à-vis their conception of borders,
or Xawümen in Mapuche, which allows for a deeper
understanding of them. The idea of boundaries or borders
does not exist within Mapuche thought. Xawümen, is a
concept used to identify the points and lines of territorial
demarcation between Lofs, which correspond to the
smallest units dividing Mapuche territory. Xawümen
has to do with the idea of coming together, unifying, and
linking parts together. This concept contrasts with the
Western perspective on boundaries and borders, which
can be understood as creating separation, difference, and
producing othered territorialities. The notion of Xawümen
allows the Mapuche to understand that the earth goes on
without them and to see any manner of precise or explicit
demarcation as uniting the land rather than separating
it. This perspective on Mapuche borders stands in radical
opposition to the idea of the “frontier” that defines Chilean
and Argentinian policy-making, as well as the capitalist
interests that extend across Mapuche territory.

GEO-HISTORIC TRANSFORMATIONS
ON THE MAPUCHE BORDER

I

n addition to the term Xamümen, another Mapuche
concept related to territory is Wallmapu, which refers
to the scope of Mapuche ancestral territory. The territory
that currently bisects Argentina is called Pwelmapu, or
lands east of the Andes Mountains, while the territory
overlapping with Chile is called Gylumapu, or territories
west of the Andes. The Mapuche conceptualization of
territory is oriented to Pwelmapu, or the East, because
that is where the sun, along with life, rises each day. The
Andes are the hinge connecting both territories where the
Mapuche have continuously moved back and forth, up until
even a few decades ago, as Leonardo León writes. This
movement contradicts the view of the nation-states that
see the Andes as their natural border.
The initial disintegration of Mapuche territory arose
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Mapuche lands

Map created by Pablo Arturo Mansilla Quiñones.

during their resistance to Spanish colonialism, which
resulted in the loss of Pikunmapu, a territory located north
of Gülumapu. Nonetheless, contrary to what happened to
other Indigenous peoples, the Spanish were not able to
establish dominion over the Mapuche. This led to a number
of meetings and negotiations that came to establish the
Biobío River as a border. Thus, the political and territorial
rights of the Mapuche people over this territory was
officially recognized.
This arrangement lasted until the mid-19th century, with
the territorial expansion of the nations of Chile (1860-1883)
and Argentina (1878-1885). These governments challenged
previously-agreed upon borders and reformed what they
considered an “anomaly on the map,” because it challenged

the consolidation of state power. In Chile, accumulation
by dispossession drastically reduced the scope of Mapuche
territory from roughly 10 billion hectares to only 500,000
hectares, which amounts to 5% of its original reach,
according to research by José Bengoa, a historian covering
19 th and 20 th -century Mapuche history. Traces of the
violence exerted on Mapuche territory at the time are
evident today in terms of the limits and borders drawn on
their ancestral territories, the expulsion of their population
to large urban centers, territorial reductions, and the
breakdown of communal systems of land organization.
The political discourse of the period pushed the
advancement of a modernizing and civilizing national
project, whose engine would be based on the colonization
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of lands, fueled by capitalist development. In this way,
these territories were annexed within the structure of the
young Chilean state and the structure of the modern world
system—along with market demands to insert these lands
and their resources into it.
Since the late 19 th century, military campaigns against
the Mapuche have involved excessive violence, costing
many lives. The Mapuche families that managed to resist
the process of de-territorialization were confined to small
pieces of land called “títulos de merced” (mercy titles), in
a similar strategy to the one used to reduce Indigenous
territory in the United States but on a much smaller scale,
according to Argentine geographer Perla Zusman. At the
same time, the new lands annexed by Chile—which had
been considered unproductive up to that point—were
auctioned off to foreign and national settlers to promote
their economic and social “development.”
The 20 th century was marked by continuous structural
violence against the Mapuche people. The state was a
fundamental actor in generating the conditions necessary
for dispossession and sustaining the legitimate use of
violence protected within the legal framework of the rule
of law. At the same time, Mapuche political organizations
attempted to create an effective policy that would allow
them to rebuild territorially as a people-nation and to
recover the lands that had been stolen from them. However,
the state responded by perpetuating its use of violence
through other means—legislative and judicial—that would
deepen the incorporation and assimilation of territory and
of the Mapuche population into the state apparatus. This
occurred particularly through the development of various
Indigenous laws that the governments passed in the 20 th
century, which claimed to protect the land and Indigenous
communities. But in practice, these laws facilitated
processes of accumulation by dispossession through
abolishing communal land property, granting individual
property titles to members of Mapuche communities,
promoting territorial fragmentation as well as a series of
conflicts and internal divisions between communities.
Between 1960 to 1973, under the administrations of
Eduardo Frei Montalva (1964-1970) and Salvador Allende
(1970-1973), there was a shift in terms of the political and
territorial advancement of Mapuche communities through
an agrarian reform that restored about 400,000 hectares
of land, according to Raúl Molina. At the same time,
there were attempts to produce new legislation that would

guarantee respect for the rights of Indigenous peoples.
The contradiction here was that this recognition framed
land recipients as campesinos rather than members of the
Mapuche nation.
A ll the political and terr itor ial progress achieved
during this era was halted and reversed the outbreak
of the militar y dictatorship in Chile and the intense
repression directed towards Mapuche communities that
resisted. In fact, this period was marked by a new process
of territorial reduction through an agrarian counterreform. This meant the Mapuche lost the land they had
recovered, and in some cases even part of the land grants
they’d received before the agrarian reform under Frei
and Allende, writes Molina. At the same time, the regime
established a new Indigenous law, with a main objective
to eliminate communal property, as well as to deny the
traditional political and spiritual authorities of the Lof.
Additionally, the repression and direct violence towards
the Mapuche communities who had previously mobilized
for their rights strengthened through raids, executions,
and disappearances of leaders, among other forms of state
terrorism.
In this period, violence also affected other life forms
within the Mapuche community. This brings us back to
the idea of the coloniality of nature, wielded through the
consolidation of the extractivist model of development
that promotes the objectification and commodification
of nature. As Johan Galtung points out, the exercise of
violence can disturb nature, humans, society as a whole, the
world, time, and culture. Violence against nature promotes
ecocide, generating other forms of violence that interrupt
the relationships that communities create with nature.
At the same time, the environmental effects of capitalist
processes of accumulation reproduce environmental
injustices that affect basic human needs, thus generating
structural violence.
In effect, a series of laws that facilitated violence against
the environment were implemented during the military
dictatorship, rupturing the relationship that Mapuche
society had constructed with nature. This included the
privatization of water through the 1981 Water Code, which
ended guaranteed access to water as a common good and
transferred its administration to private owners. At the
same time, Law 701, which promoted forest development
through subsidies and other incentives for production, led
to the destruction of native vegetation coverage, replaced
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Thousands of members of the Mapuche community gathered November 26, 2018 at the funeral of the young Mapuche warrior
Camilo Catrillanca in Temucuicui. (PABLO ARTURO MANSILLA QUIÑONES)

by the mono-production of pine and eucalyptus tree
lumber. It is notable, in fact, that logging is the second
largest industry in Chile today. The industry is controlled
by two companies located in Mapuche territory (see Map
1): Arauco Timber, controlled by the Angelini industrial
group, and Empresas CMPC, controlled by Matte—both
of which benefit from the neoliberal adjustment carried
out under the military dictatorship. These companies have
established themselves as internationally powerful lumber
corporations, extending their production and its impacts to
other parts of Latin America.
The economic conditions of structural poverty in the
Araucanía region, where a large part of the ancestral
Mapuche territor y is located in C hile, reflec t the
consequences of forest extractivism. A national survey
circulated in 2017 by the Social Observatory of the Ministry
of Social Development reveals that the Araucanía region
has the nation’s highest poverty rate, with 17.2% of the
region’s population living in poverty. Nationally, that rate
is only 8.6%.
The latest data from the Population and Housing
Census of 2017 also shows that the communities that

have experienced the highest rates of population loss
between 2012 and 2017 have logging-based economies,
such as Lumaco, which lost 15.8 percent of its population;
Ercilla, which lost 15.3 percent; San Juan de la Costa,
which diminished by 14.5 percent; and Toltén, which
decreased by 13.2 percent. Could this be related to the
lack of employment due to the underutilization of labor
in forest operations, as well as land disputes that exist in
these territories?
Mapuche communities have shouldered the burden
of negative consequences from the modernizing project
through land encroachments, the construction of fences,
pesticide poisoning, water scarcity, forest fires, and the
extinction of signif icant native vegetation from which
medicinal plants are extracted, among many others, as
researchers Noelía Carasco and Rene Montalva Navarro,
as well as José Aylwin, have highlighted. In addition to
these forms of structural violence are security interventions
intended to protect corporations, which involve the
militarization of communities and the use of repressive
force, which has led to the physical and psychological abuse
of communities, and in some cases, death.
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Ancestral lands of the Temuicui Lof, which were recuperated after a decade of territorial disputes against colonos.
(PABLO ARTURO MANSILLA QUIÑONES)

THE “RED ZONE” OF THE MAPUCHE
CONFLICT, THE LAST FRONTIER?

I

n the 1990s, a new cycle of Mapuche social protest
took place, characterized by land recovery through
direct action and sabotage against the means of capitalist
production. In addition, there were two semantic changes
in Mapuche political discourse: first, replacing the demand
for “ land” with the demand for “territory,” a political
category; and second, the claim of territorial autonomy.
In the context of these mobilizations, Mapuche and
human rights organizations have denounced Chile’s
human rights violations, which have reached new levels
in what has been euphemistically called the “red zone of
the Mapuche conflict,” creating the image of an internal

enemy now presented in the form of “ethnic Mapuche
terrorism.” In this regard, the repressive strategies used
to control territory during the military dictatorship have
continued and become more effective. This is evident in
constant attempts to apply the anti-terrorism law created
during the military dictatorship and used to justify statesponsored terrorism. In fact, the anti-terrorism law has
been applied mainly to Mapuche leaders with the objective
of criminalizing their social demands.
Indeed, in this “red zone,” a low-intensity war has
been waged against the resisting territories, with clear
consequences such as the murder of several Mapuche
youth at the hands of police during an attempt to recover
territory. Among them are Alex Lemun (November 12,
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Mapuche community members stand outside the Temuco prison in support of Mapuche political prisoners in January 2019.
(PABLO ARTURO MANSILLA QUIÑONES)

2002), Jaime Mendoza Collio (August 12, 2009), Matias
Catrileo (January 3, 2008), and Camilo Catrillanca
(November 14, 2018). Yet political violence against the
Mapuche goes beyond national borders, re-escalating as far
as Pwelmapu—western Argentina—where youths Santiago
Maldonado (August 1, 2017) and Rafael Nahuel (November
25, 2017) were killed in incidents related to territorial
disputes and police violence. Mapuche resistance has
motivated Chile and Argentina to coordinate joint security
operations and to share tools and repression strategies,
as well to prosecute Mapuche leaders in court. A Chilean
extradition request to Argentina, for example, allowed
Mapuche leader Jones Huala to be prosecuted in Chile.
Another method used against Mapuche leaders is judicial
prosecution for civil crimes. For example, Mapuche leader
Lonco Alberto Curamil Millanao, tribal chief of the Radalko
Lof, and werkén Alvaro Millalen, spokesperson of the

Pewenko Lof, waged an intense fight against the installation
of hydroelectric plants in the Curacautín territory that
paralyzed construction of plants by three companies. The
leaders currently are in jail awaiting sentencing.
Several cases of police operations have come to light in
recent years. For example, Operation Hurricane attempted
to indict Mapuche leaders for participating in violent
actions against private property, with evidence collected
through wiretapping. But later, it came out that the software
used to intercept the phone calls and WhatsApp messages,
as well as all of the background information, was fabricated.
In this “red zone,” there are various military-police posts
and bases that maintain constant watch over the land of
agricultural and logging companies, among others, as well
as the estates of private landowners that the Mapuche claim
as ancestral Lof. A testament to this was the transformation
of a polytechnic intercultural high school in Pailahueque,
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The Mapuche territorial struggle is not only a dispute for material
control of the land, but also a fight for what territory means and
how it should be used.
in the municipality of Ercilla, which was converted into
a military police base. The use of direct and structural
violence complements the use of violence through mass
media, largely controlled by capitalist interests, with
the goal of justifying violations of the social rights of the
Mapuche people, while also obtaining tacit approval from
the majority population. Media discourse recreates the idea
of a “red zone” overcome by violence, wrought by covered,
unrecognizable faces, and where an internal menace lives.
Such images are replete across Chilean society and build
on a prejudiced discourse aimed at the criminalization of
Mapuche social protest.

SUPERIMPOSED BORDERS

T

he material and symbolic borders that emerge from
the militarization of territory superimpose upon the
practices and territorial concepts of the Mapuche people.
The borders of the Chilean and Argentine nation-states
form a “geopolitics of death,” which through violence
promotes the denial of Mapuche territorial claims and
their ways of being and existing in nature.
In contrast, Mapuche mobilization contests the literal
and symbolic borders of both nation-states through the
promotion of a politics for life, in the broadest sense, one
that integrates human and nonhuman life, including the
flora, fauna, hills, and rivers. In this sense, the Mapuche
territorial struggle is not only a dispute for material control
of the land, but also a fight for what territory means and
how it should be used. In other words, a struggle to exist
once again, promotes resistance aimed at asserting an
existence with and within the land, according to geographer
Carlos Walter Porto Goncalvez.
Understanding Xawümen as a territorial concept of the
Mapuche people opens up a new perspective on existing in
relationship to the land. For Chilean and Argentine society,
understanding this could eventually open the possibility
for building a positive otherness, allowing people to put
themselves in one another’s shoes, promote respectful
n
dialogue, and create a meeting of worlds. n
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