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REFLECTIONS ON ARAUCANIAN/MAPUCHE RESILIENCE, 
INDEPENDENCE, AND ETHNOMORPHOSIS IN COLONIAL 

(AND PRESENT-DAY) CHILE

Tom D. Dillehay

This essay addresses an anthropological and 
historical understanding of the concepts and practices 
of an indigenous sovereignty, specifically the 
Araucanian polity, from the early Spanish contact 
period to briefly the present. The Araucanians or 
Mapuche, as they are known today, are located in 
the south-central Andean region of Chile. Although 
the primary focus is on the middle 16th to middle 
17th centuries during the Arauco War (~AD 1551 
to 1641), the Mapuche successfully resisted 
the Spanish conquest for more than 250 years 
by forming a confederated proto-state or polity 
comprised of partner domains (i.e., Catiray, Arauco, 
Tucapel, Puren) and different ethnic groups. The 
Spanish called this polity the “Estado Indomito” 
(“unconquered state”; see Ercilla y Zúñiga [1569] 
1982). In 1641, the Spanish Crown recognized the 
polity as a sovereign political order. The Chilean 
historian Alberto Medina interprets the meaning of 
the term estado as it was used in the 16th century.

The word “estado” in Ercilla [y Zuñiga] and 
the 16th chronicles has a precise meaning related to 
the general idea that the term had at that time: the 
territory ruled by a prince, monarch or sovereign, 
by a chief with subjects, by a lord of vassals or 
serfs… (A. Medina 1978:144).

It is important that royal opinion in Spain during 
this period recognized another imperial sovereign, an 
indigenous one in the Americas, despite the fact that 
the Spaniards saw the “indios” as pagan, barbarian, 
and idolatrous. In fact, the Araucanians constitute 
the only indigenous ethnic group in the Americas 
that concluded a formal treaty and established 
political boundary with the Spanish Crown. Spanish 
conquistadores, clergy and soldiers and Araucanian 
leaders, shamans and warriors represented the same 
kind of entity: namely the sovereignty of a pre-modern 
state or polity. In the midst of culture contact, the 
Araucanians and the Spanish disagreed about the 
nature of what was happening with respect to their 
individual roles in the prolonged conflict between 
them. The Araucanians saw the Spaniards as outsiders 
and invaders; the Spaniards saw the Araucanians 
as an expendable labor force to extract gold and 

other resources for the Crown and as another indio 
group in need of religious conversion and political 
control (e.g., Bengoa 1999, 2003; Zavala 2008). 
Such encounters are interesting because they offer 
for consideration moments of what we might call 
ontological rupture. That is, simply the clash and 
consequence of different worldviews between two 
societies in culture contact.

The 16th century Spanish kingdoms (empire) 
constituted one of the first modern states in the 
world. The empire fits within the definition of an 
early Western sovereignty (see discussion below). 
During this period, Spain had become accustomed 
to the acquisition of overseas lands by conquest and 
to disregarding the will of the conquered original 
inhabitants of the land. They treated the conquered 
as legally irrelevant–as Aristotelian “natural slaves” 
and as “savages” to be converted by joint action 
of the military and the church (U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/
Sub.2/1993/29 1996).

The Araucanian polity does not necessarily meet 
the definition of an early modern sovereignty. They 
represented an evolving southern Andean polity, 
one that occasionally engaged in warfare with 
neighboring ethnic groups. This polity developed 
more formally during the Arauco War to meet 
the new demands and needs of an ethnic society 
undergoing intense pressure from Spanish agents. 
The Araucanians were (and the Mapuche still are) 
a patrilineal, patrilocal, and bilateral society that 
recognized its kin on both the mother and father’s 
sides. In the past, the Araucanians resided in dispersed 
communities. In the anthropological literature, they 
are best known as having had a mixed economy of 
piñon collectors in the Andes and fisherfolk, hunters, 
gatherers, and agriculturalists in the central valley 
and along the Pacific coast (Dillehay 2007, 2014). 
Prior to the arrival of the Spanish, their past political 
organization was characterized by small to large 
cacicazgos or chiefdoms, except in times of war 
against the Spanish and later the Chileans when 
more formal, semi-centralized polities headed by 
guen-toqui war leaders were formed to defend their 
lands. It was not until the end of the 19th century that 
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the Mapuche were finally defeated by the Chilean 
army and confined to reducciones.

For the 16th to 17th century Araucanians, 
the transition from initial contact to widespread 
organized resistance was marked by local 
centralization of political power at the lof (local 
patrilineal community) and regua (multi-patrilineal 
communities) levels but regional non-centralization 
at the ayllaregua (multi-regua at the regional 
scale) and butanmapu (multi-ayllaregua at the 
interregional scale) levels (Zavala 2011). I say 
non-centralization because centralized political 
power among the Araucanians at the broader 
territorial level and at a specific polity-capital or 
-center of government never existed, although they 
had an effective system of self-governance at all 
levels and designated regions of primary military 
operation. Political power, authority and leadership 
within the warring Araucanian society were derived 
primarily from resistance and resilience and were 
linked to an assertion of absolute defense of the 
homeland, with the legitimacy of rule based on 
patriarchy, ancestor worship, religion and large-
scale public ceremony. In order to understand this 
polity as an indigenous “sovereign state” during the 
16th and 17th centuries and to grasp the meaning 
of the Mapuche’s current demands for political 
autonomy and self-determination in Chile today 
(c.f., Comisión de Comunicaciones 2013; Figueroa 
2015; Millaleo 2011; Marriman 2013), we need 
to consider a broader definition of sovereignty.

After a brief review of the concept of sovereignty, 
I consider the indigenous political structure, 
sovereignty, and self-determination of the Araucanian 
Estado. In an attempt to broaden our consideration 
of sovereignty, I examine the concept from the 
perspective of social and cultural variables that 
extend beyond modern notions of an independent 
authority over a geographic area (e.g., territory or 
nation state) and of the ability of the modern nation-
state to guarantee the best interests of its own citizens 
(Bateman 2011; Herr 2014). Identifying these issues 
is fairly straightforward in the early Spanish written 
records. Although sparse, these records provide 
sufficient detail on the inter-societal relationships 
between the Spanish and the Araucanians and on 
their respective attitudes and approaches to contact 
(e.g., Ercilla y Zúñiga 1982 [1569]; Góngora 
Marmolejo 1990 [1575]; González de Nájera 1889 
[1614]; Marino de Lobera 1960 [1580]; Olaverría 
1852 [1594]; Rosales 1989 [1674]; L. de Valdivia 

1887 [1606]). Lastly, I briefly discuss the political 
and ethnic struggles of the Mapuche in Chile today.

The last Chilean census placed the number of 
Mapuche at approximately eight hundred thousand 
to one million (INE 2010), with approximately half 
living on scattered reducciones (c.f., Crow 2013; 
Faron 1962;). About thirty thousand more live in 
the Andean mountains to the east in Argentina, 
making them the largest indigenous group in the 
southern cone of South America. Although the rural 
Mapuche today are different from their colonial 
period ancestors, many are still agriculturalists 
and pastoralists and they still perform traditional 
public ceremonies where political and social issues 
are resolved.

Relevance of Indigenous Sovereignty

At stake in this type of discussion is how we 
reconstruct pre-modern and indigenous figures 
like the Araucanian sovereignty and their right of 
self-determination, how these sovereignties were 
governed, and what sorts of sovereignties are implied 
when those accounts intersect with today’s global 
debates. Sixteenth-century European colonialism 
created a world in which the kinds of beings (e.g., 
pagans, barbarians, and idolaters) perceived in ethnic 
groups like the Araucanians are obviously no longer 
sustainable in today’s modern setting. Nonetheless, 
many indigenous and impoverished peoples in the 
world are still seen as backward, undeveloped, 
and unworthy or incapable of self-rule and self-
determination; they often are viewed as an obstacle 
and nuisance to global development. In many ways, 
our present world and attitude towards indigenous 
people are still an extension and continuation of 
the 16th century ones.

In the modern study of indigenous peoples, 
a major issue concerns ethnic origins and initial 
cultural development. Interest in explaining the 
original territory and self-determination of these 
peoples partially relates to differentiating them 
through distinct historical and cultural processes 
and to a close examination of their contemporary 
ethnic and legal status within modern nation-states 
(Dean and Levi 2003; Hunefeldt and Sussex 2011). 
Today, all indigenous peoples live in socially 
complex, multi-layered nation states. They often 
have the burden of having their cultural perspectives 
romanticized or denigrated and their ethnic status 
usually is disempowered, making it impossible for 
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them to protest the exploitation of their cultural 
images and resources. At the same time, through 
today’s globalized media and institutions, many 
groups are finding new sources of empowerment, 
one of which is reconsideration of their rights as 
sovereign “pueblos originarios” (the first people of 
the land; see Boccara and Bolados 2008; Haughney 
2006; U.N. Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1993/29 1993). 
Despite these sources, most indigenous people still 
struggle with social justice, full recognition of their 
ethnic identity, racism, agency, and rights, and with 
the politics of resource and territorial control (see 
Brysk 2000). The Mapuche case is no different; 
they struggle within Chile and Argentina from racial 
discrimination and for ethnic recognition, self-rule, 
and access to and control of their own resources. 
These issues are significant in the rapidly changing 
and globalizing world of today. Furthermore, on a 
global scale, the political presence of indigenous 
peoples has increased significantly during the past 
twenty years. They now have become important 
actors in international and domestic law and policy 
and in negotiating access to the wealth of natural 
resources on their lands (Herr 2014).

Sovereignty, Self-Rule, and Governance 
without Government

When one reviews the Western concept of 
sovereignty, it becomes apparent that it has many 
dimensions in past and present nation states. Much 
of the recent literature is critical of the idea of 
“sovereignty” as it has generally been known. For 
instance, one scholar has described the concept as 
“organized hypocrisy” (Krasner 1999). Others have 
referred to it as being “of more value for purposes 
of oratory and persuasion than of science and law” 
(Fowler and Bunck 1995; cf. Barker 2005). Although 
often criticized, the concept of “sovereignty” is 
still central to most present-day thinking about 
international relations and international law. The 
“Westphalian” concept (ca. 1648) of a nation state’s 
“right” to exercise absolute power with regard to 
its territory (usually including conquered lands and 
peoples) has been negated in many ways, but it is 
still applied by those countries that hold certain 
“realist” views or that attempt to prevent foreign 
or international powers from intervening in their 
government’s decisions and activities. 

Sovereignty also has been conceived as a “social 
construct.” According to this view, “Numerous 

practices participate in the social construction 
of a territorial state as sovereign, including the 
stabilization of state boundaries, the recognition of 
territorial states as sovereign, and the conferring of 
rights onto sovereign states…” (Weber and Biersteker 
1996:298). Set in this context, sovereignty as a 
social construction encompasses various aspects of a 
society’s culture, including its religious, economic, 
ontological, and political institutions. This is one 
consideration of sovereignty that is perhaps most 
characteristic of many pre-modern states and of 
indigenous groups whose lands are located within 
the boundaries of modern nation states.

The point is that most indigenous concepts of 
sovereignty do not necessarily follow Western ideas 
of power over people and territory1. Indigenous 
concepts generally believe in self-governance (which 
can be without a formal government structure) under 
the rubric of self-determination2, which is based on 
the “authentic aspirations” of indigenous peoples 
and their “inner worlds” or ontologies. Indigenous 
sovereignty is a largely social creation, beginning with 
a regime of respect when governing people (Barker 
2005; McCue 2007). Indigenous formulations of 
self-rule attempt to build frameworks of respectful 
coexistence by acknowledging the integrity and 
autonomy of the various constituent peoples and/
or ethnic groups within a territory. They strive to 
go beyond the most liberal Western conceptions 
of sovereignty by allowing for social and cultural 
differences while mandating the construction of 
solid relationships among the constituent elements 
(see later discussion on Mapuche sovereignty 
in Chile today). In short, from an indigenous 
prospective, sovereignty is not just human-centered 
and hierarchical; it is not solely born or sustained 
through conquest and force. In today’s world, it 
is formed through an effort to establish peace, 
respect, and balance; it also is sacred and renewed 
with ceremonies that are rooted in the land (sensu 
Taiaiake Alfred (2005); Deloria in Pavlik 2008; 
McCue (2007)). Many of these same elements, of 
course, also characterize the sovereignty of several 
modern nation-states. The difference is that decision-
making and policy formation are filtered through 
these elements in many indigenous societies, which 
is not necessarily the case in the former.

To elaborate briefly on these latter issues, 
indigenous societies are usually tied together by 
kinship, exchange, and religious networks in a 
spider web-like strategy to organize the political 
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architecture of an ethnic or multi-ethnic territory 
(e.g., Sahlins 1985; Taylor 2004). These societies are 
not always politically centralized and structured as 
polities with strict territorial boundaries and formal 
governing procedures. Rather their boundaries and 
political systems are often permeable and malleable, 
allowing for the formation of multi-ethnicity and 
cultural pluralism. This condition may be close 
to what Wallace (1996: 439–460) has termed 
“government without statehood,” and what Prodi 
(2000) has called “self-governance” rather than a 
sovereign government. To Prodi (2000), governance 
“represents an inherently more leveling and pluralistic 
institutional arrangement, one ideally suited to an 
enlarged, multiethnic and demographically scattered 
polity.” Governance transcends the idea of a formal 
“government” of a nation state: “it is a system in 
which power is located not in a bounded, singular, or 
a sovereign state, but in customs, rules, processes, and 
multi-level institutions.” That is, governance entails 
pluralism, networking, agency, and dialogue between 
“social partners.” In this system, decision-making 
involves input from a plurality of differentially 
positioned actors or partners. “Governance” draws 
together actors and institutions across multiple 
social, religious and political levels, in a way that 
empowers all community members. An example of 
governance in today’s world might best be represented 
by the European Union (Shore 2006). In the past, 
several pre-industrial polities may fit this model, 
including the Araucanians, Hawaiians, the Chibcha 
of Colombia, the Lacandon Maya, among others.

Araucanian Self-Determination without 
Statehood and Government

Like most studies of the early colonial period the 
Araucanian case is a discourse on power relations: 
how the Spanish state (empire) affected indigenous 
community politics, how Araucanian leaders (i.e, 
guen-toqui, ulmen, hechiceros) organized their 
communities to resist the Spanish, how power 
relationships altered both societies, their political 
structures and their ontologies, and how conflict 
and demographic turmoil built increasingly higher 
levels of political organization within the Araucanian 
Estado. Although higher levels of political order 
were achieved throughout the course of the Arauco 
War, the order was a loose structure rather than 
a formally integrated one. It was comprised of a 
multi-level political system (i.e., lower lof to higher 

butanmapu levels) with diverse and independent 
yet partnered member provinces and segments of 
neighboring ethnic groups (e.g., Pircunche to the 
north, Pehuenche to the east, Huilliche to the south) 
within which several small politics revolved around 
the rules of local autonomy, agency, and identity.

In the Araucanian case, we cannot think in 
terms of traditional hierarchical layers of political 
organization and of a strict geographical boundary 
of the ethnic polity. Instead, we must think of a 
networking arrangement of political partners or 
sub-ethnic domains, with all levels of religious 
and political governance shaping, proposing, 
implementing and monitoring policy, military 
action, and self-rule together. As the North American 
historian Padden has expressed:

The existence of a skilled and effective 
military force bespeaks the presence 
of a comparable political organization 
under whose genius it is formed and 
directed. In the development of Araucanian 
political organization the chronicles 
indicate two major forces at work: the 
geographical particularism in which the 
Araucanians traditionally lived and a 
counterforce provoked by the presence 
of the enemy and inclining towards 
Araucanian unity. Throughout the first 
century of conquest, ancient localism 
clashed with incipient nationalism. This 
conflict produced a political ambivalence 
that in itself contributed heavily to the cause 
of Araucanian independence. Centralization 
of politico-military authority was achieved 
to a point where successful resistance was 
possible, but did not develop to a state 
where the Spaniards could defeat and usurp 
it (Padden 1993:85).

Changes in the countryside during the Arauco 
War era forced many Araucanians to eventually think 
and act beyond their own local kinship network and 
community affairs. The changing population and 
political conditions of the war exacerbated social 
cleavages and altered the demographic dynamics in 
many communities. These conditions spurred the 
rapid appearance of new agencies of change such 
as a stratum of war leaders (quen-toqui), a stratum 
of warriors (cona), larger and more frequent public 
ceremonies (i.e., coyantun, nguillatun, cahuin), now 
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organized to bring about greater political solidarity, 
and widespread conscription in a new and growing 
ethnic consciousness, an “ethnogenesis” (formation 
of a new ethnic group), and identity within the society 
at large (Boccara 1999, 2002; c.f. Bengoa 2003; 
Goicovich 2003; Leiva 1977; Zavala 2000, 2008). 
The French social anthropologist, Guillaume Boccara, 
associates these developments with responsive 
transformations towards a new ethnicity and ethnic 
nationalism created by the warring Araucanians. He 
also recognizes the influence of a priori indigenous 
political structures in these transformations.

Like many of the populations encountered 
by the conquistadors at the frontiers of 
the great Inca and Mexica empires, and 
in Amazonia, the reche [the earliest term 
applied by the Spanish to the Indians living 
in the Araucania] were considered a people 
“without King, without faith, without law.” 
The term used repeatedly to describe the 
organization of those groups located on 
the southern frontier of Tawantinsuyu was 
behetria [meaning a free settlement whose 
occupants had the right to elect their own 
leader]. The principal characteristic of the 
settlement pattern of these groups was 
dispersal; their sociopolitical organization 
was acephalous, that is, characterized by the 
absence of obedience to a political figure, 
a chief, who had the means to exercise his 
authority (Boccara 1999: 427).
One of the noteworthy changes in reche 
sociopolitical and territorial structure 
[as a result of contact with the Spanish] 
was precisely the institutionalization of 
the ayllarehue and the futamapu, which 
from temporary units in prehispanic times 
became permanent political associations 
in the colonial system with their own 
political representatives. . . . Thus, the war 
of resistance brought with it the fundamental 
transformation of society, it was essentially 
a vector of acculturation and [ethnogeneis] 
(Boccara 1999:434; cf. Boccara 1998).

(I am not entirely convinced by this argument. 
There were many elements of the original Araucanian 
ethnicity that remained intact, including the economy, 
the religion structure, kinship organization and so 
forth. In this regard, I think it is best to speak of 

ethnomorphosis rather than ethnogenesis, that is, a 
change from one state of ethnicity to another. Most 
of these changes occurred politically, socially, and 
demographically in the region of the Estado and later 
in other regions. I partially disagree with Boccara’s 
idea because an Araucanian ethnicity already 
existed at the time of the arrival of the Spanish; 
afterwards, it simply intensified and changed into 
a more formal and politically and materially visible 
entity (Dillehay 2014)).

Wartime mobilization also transformed political 
discourse and how local populations came to 
understand their specific roles in the wider struggle. 
The result was the mobilization – militarization – of 
labor and resources, initially in the Estado region, 
where the Spanish were most active, through 
the intensification of leaders who organized and 
recruited populations to the war effort. Due to 
incremental demographic and social changes, 
a complex web of political and social networks 
constructed and reconstructed social identities and 
shifting loyalties either with or mostly against the 
Spanish. Local populations did not always act as a 
cohesive political unit to front the Spanish. Some 
populations moved in and out of the war effort, 
serving as indios amigos (friendly or allied groups 
that constituted a small percentage of about 15% 
of the total indigenous population) siding with the 
Spanish one moment and fighting with the indios 
enemigos (enemy groups) and against them the next 
(see Zavala 2008).

This ambivalence also worked in favor of the 
Araucanian independence and self-rule; it also 
worked against political centralization because 
the polity never united from within. Instead, it 
was confederated, semi-centralized and comprised 
of multiple complementary partners, each with 
overlapping yet also distinct roles in service of the 
war effort. A consensual body of leaders (e.g., quen-
toqui) ruled the polity, with one often acting as the 
principal organizer. These leaders transformed local 
patrilineal communities into nonlocal communities 
mixed with kin, non-or fictive kin, and other groups 
demographically fragmented by warfare (Dillehay 
2007, 2014; Dillehay and Zavala 2013; Goicovich 
2006; Sauer 2012). It was a collective action, formed 
under the rubric of ethnic and often multi-ethnic 
customs and practices that led to the development 
of Araucanian sovereignty.

In sum, although the Araucanian polity was 
not completely a unified, sovereign body because it 
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never attained a centralized political function and a 
formal territorial or state boundary, it had a clear and 
coherent project, i.e., to defend its independence, 
its ethnic integrity, and its governance system. 
This system was a “networking arrangement” of 
trans-territorial, supra-ethnic, and inter-institutional 
leaders. It was a system that employed numerous 
large-scale public ceremonies to maintain religious, 
political, and social cohesion across fragmented 
territories and shifting alliances. It constantly 
reminded people of the strict adherence of 
admapu (ancestral customs) and the Araucanian 
way of doing things, discouraging the adoption 
of European ideas, goods, and technologies. (The 
exception here is the immediate adoption of the 
horse and certain food crops such as wheat and 
barley.) Thus, what best defines this polity was 
not its unfettered independence or its legitimate 
use of violence to defend itself and its territory, as 
some traditional Western definitions might have 
it, but those everyday routines, rituals, activities, 
decisions, customs, and policies that regulated the 
social making of meaning and of patriotic ethnic 
subjects. This is a somewhat different approach 
to our current thinking concept of sovereignty.

In arguing these points, I do not wish to imply 
that all pre-modern indigenous polities can be reduced 
to a set of disembodied functions, customs, rituals, 
or discourses, or that the problem of analyzing a 
polity like the Araucanian can somehow be divorced 
from the question of its institutional and historical 
basis. On the contrary, these kinds of polities were 
(and are) very much embodied entities; ones whose 
presence was (and is) manifested in, and through, 
their socio-cultural institutions and their claim to 
sovereignty over a given ethnic territory. While 
warfare and defense were at the center of their 
lives, the core of this center was comprised of a 
commitment to the integrity and survivability of 
the culture and society. 

The Governance of Sovereignty and 
Redistributive Politics

I have emphasized that the Araucanian population 
was undergoing significant transformations in the 
late 16th and early 17th centuries and that these 
transformations were well rehearsed in concerns 
over defense, security, ethnic nationalism, and 
preservation of their culture and lifestyle (c.f., Aylwin 
1998; Bengoa 2003; Boccara 1999; Dillehay 2007; 

Leiva 1977; Zavala 2008). As the Chilean historian 
Leiva has noted:

The Araucanians of that time appear 
to us as a case of the development of a 
culture beginning with a national spirit: 
resistance to domination and self-sufficiency. 
Moreover, we see that there arose among 
the Araucanians an increasingly intense 
and previously unknown national interest. 
Thus, we have proof of the tenacity of the 
link, of the nature of cultural traits with the 
land, of what Kroeber calls, “the capacity 
of a culture to absorb and resist at the 
same time.” Which, over many years, for 
all that cultural borrowings diffuse into its 
interior, succeeds in finding the dynamic 
principle to organize their society: warfare 
(Leiva 1977:160).

If creating an ethnic nationalism (sensu Padden 
and Leiva; Dillehay 2007) and a defense system were 
the conditions of making the polity, governance was 
a project of managing and redistributing it across 
emerging, shifting, networking, and changing kin 
and non-kin subjects, and religious ceremonial 
nodes of a developing wider and transformed 
multi-ethnic membership. This might suggest that 
Araucanian polity-formation, sovereignty, and self-
determination were private, religious, and kin-related 
before they were public, civic, and political. That 
the Araucanian polity authorities had invested in 
subjects and kinship is not a new insight. But that 
polity authorities increasingly implicated themselves 
in governing mixed kin and non-kin members through 
a growing number of reconstituted kin and non-
kin communities, initially from the lof and regua 
levels to the ayllaregua and the butanmapu levels, 
makes governance or governing the social structure 
a significant object of the political organization of 
the new polity within an ambiance of conflict and 
warfare (c.f., Boccara 1999; Zavala 2008). This is 
a fundamental characteristic of most indigenous 
polities (Barker 2005; McCue 2007).

As a result of warfare with the Spanish and 
with shifting alliances and mixed communities, the 
“sovereign” territorial polity of the Estado had a 
basic and distinctive interest in controlling the flow 
of persons within and across its domains, in being 
able to compel, induce, discourage, or forbid the 
entry or exit of particular categories of persons–i.e., 
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Spanish outsiders and their allied indios amigos, 
and in recruiting new populations to the war effort. 
However, what the Araucanians could never achieve 
in their thrust toward polity formation was complete 
territorial closure and a formal ethnic political 
boundary by occupying a centralized controlling 
position in the web of interregional interaction. Even 
within the Estado, complete administrative closure 
was never achieved. A neutral or uncommitted 
community and an ever-changing and allied indio 
amigo population prevented centralization and ethnic 
closure. Leaders of the polity never succeeded in 
excluding these groups from their territory (see 
Dillehay and Zavala 2013; Zavala 2008, 2011), 
which may suggest that the idea and practice of this 
indigenous sovereignty was a fleeting condition.

In summary, the political structure of the polity 
blended the primordial understanding of territorial 
defense with an increasing perspective toward 
management of larger, more composite patrilineal 
units made of both fictive and non-fictive kin, 
and it marked the transition necessary to a more 
complex style of political leadership, one not just 
given to security and protection but to cultural 
survivability, ethnic polity formation, continued 
self-rule, and economic sustainability. This complex 
of Araucanian people and things constituted the 
social power “located not in bounded, singular, or 
a sovereign state, but in customs, rules, processes, 
and multi-level institutions” (see Prodi 2000). In 
the end, social and kin membership was above all 
about redistributive politics across a largely mixed 
population and about a fleeting but still effective 
sovereignty and sense of self-determination.

Ethnic Identity and Sovereignty

In the Estado, the “conceived order” or “imagined 
community” and the institutional realities of ethnicity 
and nationalism were fused. A sovereign ethnic field 
was a cultural fact to the Araucanians; to colonial 
Spain, it was a political curse. To the extent that an 
indigenous sovereign “identity” makes scholarly 
sense at all, the subjective identity of the vast 
majority of the Araucanian population throughout 
the Arauco War was largely political on the one 
hand and religious on the other.

In returning to the notion of ontological rupture, 
the Spanish understandings of sovereignty and 
statehood were more assimilationist, the Araucanian 
understanding was more conglomerative and 

survivalist. The gradual formation of the Spanish 
empire around a single major political and cultural 
center in Europe was the historical matrix for an 
assimilationist self-understanding. On the other 
hand, the conglomerative pattern of polity-building 
in the Araucania was the historical matrix for a more 
differentialist self-determination and self-identity 
of ethnicity and nationalism.

Ultimately, by the 18th and early 19th centuries, 
the Araucania region became a landscape broken 
up by internal contradictions and the absence of 
strict control by either side, but only during those 
times when the Spanish had a military presence in 
Araucanian territory. However, these contradictions 
ultimately favored the wider political objectives of 
the Araucanians at the expense of the Crown. The 
Spanish, who overtly prioritized disunity among 
the different indigenous population segments, never 
understood that the Araucanians could assemble a 
strategic political unity out of a functional disunity 
and decentralization, which partly accounts for the 
prolonged success of the latter in their campaigns 
against the former. This strategic unity was brought 
about by the presence of the larger proportion of 
indios enemigos and their ability to convert many 
indios amigos of the Spanish to their side. The end 
result was an unreliable group of allied indios fighting 
alongside the Spanish. As insinuated by Padden, 
disunity and ambivalence guaranteed Araucanian 
self-determination and self-rule and their destiny.

Self-rule and self-defined destiny are important 
issues for most indigenous peoples since one of the 
most long-standing impositions that these people have 
endured from modern-day governments and others 
is external control, management and direction (c.f., 
Corntassel and Primeau 2011; Graham and Wiessner 
2011; Perry 2011). From the earliest days of the 
loss of or relocation from traditional lands for many 
populations, through ‘protective’ isolation and then 
assimilation policies, the Araucanians or Mapuche 
have been denied their right to be self-determining 
within Chile and Argentina’s the economic, social, 
political and legal structures of Chile and Argentina. 
Since the terminal 19th century, these peoples were 
also given little or no opportunity to contribute to 
the content of the foundation governing structures 
of these nations. Nonetheless, they continue to 
claim sovereignty over their lands. The 150th 
anniversary commemoration of the indigenous 
“Mapuche Kingdom of Araucania and Patagonia” 
was celebrated on November 17, 2010, a historic 
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landmark celebration which paradoxially took place 
during the bicentenary of the modern republics 
of Chile and Argentina. Recently, upon the 2014 
election of President Michelle Bachelet, Mapuche 
leaders once again called for a sovereign indigenous 
nation within the Chilean state.

The Mapuche in Present-Day Chile

The national constitution of Chile legally and 
historically accepts the presence of one population, 
the Chileans (El Diario Oficial 2002). Until the 
passage of the National Indigenous Law (1993), 
the Chilean government had primarily ignored the 
existence of indigenous peoples, except when dealing 
with their lands and the means to incorporate them 
into the individual property system. This denial 
extended to the Chilean identity, since literature and 
popular culture promoted the idea of the Chilean 
people as “the English of South America.” Chilean 
cultural perception of indigenous peoples is largely 
locked in the mythological past. The historical image 
of the indomitable Mapuche resisting the Spanish 
intrusion into their lands remains socially accepted 
and sometimes promoted (e.g., Millaleo 2011).

Land, in the Mapuche struggle, is a transcendent 
concept. It is not simply a plot of terra firme 
demarcated by a vague set of boundaries, as it is in 
the liberal Enlightenment thinking that constitutes 
Western thinking. Land is a living, inalienable 
thing that serves as the basis for a community’s 
existence. Accordingly, the Mapuche’s struggle 
for the land is not a campaign to gain property 
titles so they can farm it, sell it, or build on it, 
however they please. It is a conflict between two 
different worldviews, today that of the Mapuche 
and Chileans. It is a prolonged effort to restore the 
Mapuche’s traditional relationship with the land in 
opposition to that of Western society, which, in the 
name of liberty makes “free life impossible” (A. 
Huenchulaf, pers. comm., 2013; c.f. Bengoa 2013; 
Millaleo 2011; Richards 2013).

Within the current Mapuche struggle for 
sovereignty, there is no apparent alienation between 
means and ends, and no separation between political, 
religious, economic, and cultural solutions. As some 
Mapuche communities occasionally receive back 
some lands, the lands are ideally removed from the 
logic of commercial production and reconnected to 
a web of living beings. Often, this means planting 
quinoa, corn, potatoes and other traditional crops 

or grazing livestock, as the Mapuche have for 
several centuries, so the communities can feed 
themselves without reliance on a market economy 
for which they have been expendable for the past 
120 years or so. Another desired transformation is 
the removal of commercial timber plantations and 
reintroduction of native tree species. This would 
help the local environment to heal, and also brings 
back the plants the Mapuche use for their medicine 
and ceremonies. 

For those scattered Mapuche communities 
currently in resistance, bettering their circumstances 
usually means implementing their own solutions 
at a local level, it ideally means being able to feed 
themselves directly, independent of the price of 
bread or whatever cash crop they are supposed to 
grow, it means healthy land, clean air and water, 
traditional medicine and nature-based religion. It 
also means an autonomous Mapuche territory or 
“Mapuche Nation” (Figure 1).

Until recently, there was little awareness 
among non-indigenous Chileans of the idea of a 
contemporary “Mapuche Nation” and the Mapuche’s 
aspirations and struggles. This situation changed 
slightly in 2012, when the official population census 
showed that almost one million Chileans, of a total 
of nearly twenty million, declared themselves to be 
Mapuche, the largest ethnic group in Chile (Instituto 
Nacional de Estadísticas 2010). According to the 
census, about twenty percent of Mapuche live in 
the Araucania, the heartland of Mapuche traditional 
territory, where they make up 29% of the total 
regional population, the highest concentration in 
Chile. Forty-four percent of Mapuche live in the 
Santiago, where they make up approximately 10% 
of the population. The recent census testifies to the 
survival of the Mapuche while documenting their 
significant presence in Chile.

Large majorities of the Mapuche, however, do 
not strive for self-rule and an independent nation, 
but there is a growing resisting population in both 
the urban and rural sectors of the country. There 
also is increased conflict between the Mapuche and 
the Chilean government. For many Mapuche, the 
solution to overcoming this conflict is Mapuche 
“self-determination” and an end to “the occupation of 
the Mapuche territory by Chile” (political discourse 
of several Mapuche leaders with candidates for the 
office of the presidency of Chile, Temuco, 2013; 
personal observation). However, despite the fact that 
the Mapuche are the largest indigenous group in Chile, 
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Figure 1. A 2013 political poster calling for the release of jailed Mapuche political leaders and for an autonomous indigenous territory.

constituting approximately 8% the total population, 
its political leverage in pursuing self-determination 
and an independent nation is limited to a single 
Mapuche congressman. It thus has become important 
for the Mapuche to develop a strong legal argument 
that can support their aspirations for land rights and 

self-determination, an argument that they hope will 
raise the attention of the Chilean government and 
the international community. In expressing these 
aspirations, some Mapuche have proposed several 
models of independence and self-determination, 
all of which revolve around the concept of parallel 
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sovereignty (see footnote 2). This concept involves 
two major proposals with several variations: (1) 
self-governance of the scattered rural and urban 
indigenous population without a formal state- or 
nation-territory with formal international borders; 
and (2) a portion of the Araucania region, preferable 
where the Estado once was, to be recognized as 
a new indigenous nation in Chile (see Marriman 
2013). In other words, a nation within a nation-state 
or parallel sovereignty.

Indigenous sovereignty, just like any claim to 
sovereignty, is not easily granted anywhere in the 
world. It inheres in its creator; it develops, or it 
fades away, from within. The 2007 United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is 
based on the universal recognition of their claim to 

self-determination on their lands, an aspiration that 
lies at the center of the rising Mapuche’s peoples’ 
claims to re-empowerment. In important respects, 
particularly regarding their rights to their territories, 
their culture, and internal self-government, the 
Declaration reaffirms pre-existing rules of customary 
international law and treaty law. The right to recapture 
their historical identity, to reinvigorate their ways 
of life, to reconnect with and regain their traditional 
lands, to protect their heritage, to revitalize their 
languages and manifest their culture–all of these 
rights are as important to indigenous people as the 
right to make decisions in their internal political, 
judicial, and economic settings. International and 
domestic law can support and protect these rights 
and decisions.
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Notes

1 Legal recognition of indigenous sovereignty came from 
delegitimization of the conceptual grounding of “Conquest” 
in the concept of terra nullius, which European powers 
had used to justify the acquisition of overseas lands by 
conquest–not only disregarding the will of the conquered 
original inhabitants of the land, but treating them as legally 
irrelevant–as Aristotelian “natural slaves,” as in the Spanish 
version of the Conquest. Today, the international community 
believes that the use of this concept in the acquisition of 
inhabited land is racist, as stated in the 2007 UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This Declaration sets 
forth the right of indigenous groups to participate, “if they so 
choose,” in the political, economic, social, and cultural life 
of the nation state: “First, indigenous peoples are entitled 

to maintain and develop their distinct cultural identity, 
their spirituality, their language, and their traditional ways 
of life. Second, they hold the right to political, economic 
and social self-determination, including a wide range of 
autonomy and the maintenance and strengthening of their 
own system of justice. Third, indigenous peoples have a 
right to demarcation, ownership, development, control and 
use of the lands they have traditionally owned or otherwise 
occupied and used. Fourth, governments are to honor and 
faithfully observe their treaty commitments to indigenous 
nations.”

2 There also is the concept of “parallel sovereignty,” which is 
the recognition of “indigenous nation” sovereignty within 
a sovereign nation state (Lenzerini 2006).


