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Power Struggles in the Remembering 
of Historical Intergroup Conflict: 

Hegemonic and Counter-Narratives About 
the Argentine “Conquest of the Desert”

Alicia Barreiro, Cecilia Wainryb and Mario Carretero

IntroductIon

In this chapter, we examine laypeople’s narratives about historical pro-
cesses, collectively constructed, transacted, and transmitted in an effort 
to remember and make sense of past events involving conflicts between 
groups, and focus on the constitutive relations between hegemonic and 
counter-narratives. We rely on concrete examples of narratives about 
a specific process drawn from Argentine history, the “Conquest of the 
Desert,” and examine what these narratives make visible, what they 
occlude and how they represent time, as a way to elucidate how the past 
is evoked, how the possibilities for a future are conceived, and how iden-
tities are negotiated and constructed. We focus, too, on the constitu-
tive relations between hegemonic and counter-narratives. Our aim is to 
underscore some of the tensions and contradictions that arise in recollec-
tions and retellings of historical processes, as well as their implications for 
the construction of collective identities and intergroup relations.
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The “Conquest of the Desert” implicated armed conflict as well 
as ongoing confrontation between groups. Thus, unavoidably, there 
are competing narratives about this historical process. The hegemonic 
narrative arose at the end of the 19th century to justify the territorial 
expansion and consolidation of the Argentine state in what used to be 
indigenous territory. This collective narrative is still expressed and sup-
ported by educational curricula and symbolic resources such as muse-
ums. The counter-narrative, traditionally endorsed by indigenous people, 
gained significant scholarly support only a few decades ago. The specific 
narratives we discuss in this chapter were gathered in a small Argentine 
city where descendants of the military men who had participated in the 
conquest and descendants of the immigrants who had occupied the con-
quered lands live together with descendants of the indigenous Mapuche 
people who used to occupy the land prior to the military campaign. 
Relying on these narratives, we consider the ways in which the hegem-
onic narrative becomes expressed in and supported by the exhibits of a 
local historical museum and the ways in which the counter-narrative sup-
ported by the local indigenous people stands in relation to the hegem-
onic narrative and constructs a complex group identity. To conclude, we 
reflect on the possibility of educational interventions aimed at reducing 
the tension between competing collective narratives and contributing to 
the development of intergroup dialogue and tolerance.

LaypeopLe’s narratIves about the common past,  
IdentIty constructIon, and Intergroup reLatIons

laypeople’s narratives about historical processes stem from collective 
past experiences and group images shared in their common everyday 
experience (Jodelet 2003). Appeals to collective memory (Halbwachs 
1925/1992) become crucial to account for the way individuals remem-
ber history, that is, for how they remember a past that they did not 
themselves live. Hence, narratives about historical process are not cre-
ated by individuals’ direct experience, but are rather the “storage” of the 
collective memory of social groups, transmitted from one generation to 
the next one via the scientific production of historians, school teachings, 
mass media, and symbolic resources constructed by societies (Carretero 
2011; Carretero and Kriger, 2011; Rosa 2006; Wertsch 2002). This 
everyday knowledge about the common past does not result only from 
transforming scientific knowledge into common sense knowledge; rather, 
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it is a direct result of educational and school teaching interventions. 
Nevertheless, most people stop attending school some time at the end 
of their adolescence, but their knowledge about historical processes is 
kept alive in the collective memory and transmitted to future generations 
(Pennebaker et al. 2006).

Unsurprisingly, there are multiple versions about past events, depend-
ing on the varying perspectives and interests of the social or national 
groups implicated in the telling. This is important inasmuch as historical 
narratives influence how groups define their rights and duties, legitimize 
their political agreements, and adjudicate on the rightness or wrongness 
of their actions. Any account of the past has a political dimension, and 
all such accounts can be used to negate or legitimize the historical bases 
of claims made by social groups—claims that provide them with tem-
poral continuity (Sibley et al. 2008). Hence, there necessarily is a con-
stitutive tension between hegemonic narratives and counter-narratives. 
Hegemonic narratives convey the more stable, dominant, and consensual 
version of history; counter-narratives are defined by their opposition or 
resistance (whether explicit or implicit) to the dominant or hegemonic 
narratives. Thus, counter-narratives exist and make sense in relation to 
hegemonic narratives, and vice versa (Bamberg and Andrews 2004).

Common sense narratives about historical processes serve to support 
and defend a particular construction of social reality or to resist against 
hegemonic versions imposed by a powerful group. In our global world, 
multiple versions of reality coexist, and systems of knowledge are rela-
tively heterogeneous and unstable; therefore, possibilities for critique, 
argumentation, and discussion abound (Barreiro et al., 2017). In gen-
eral, people supporting hegemonic narratives are aware of the counter-
version, and people who put forth counter-narratives are familiar with 
the hegemonic forms. In an important sense, and given the relational 
character of narratives, hegemonic and counter-narratives not only coex-
ist side by side but penetrate each other, informing, arguing, and ques-
tioning. This complexity affects not only the narratives that are told; 
within both dominant and subjugated groups, individuals experience 
and reproduce these tensions. Hence, the conflicts between different—
indeed, contradictory—versions of the same historical process can coexist 
in everyday life in the same social group, resulting in a state of cognitive 
polyphasia (Barreiro 2013; Duveen 2007; Jovchelovitch 2008; Moscovici 
1961; Wagner et al. 2000). As will be discussed below, the state of cog-
nitive polyphasia may be manifested at the collective level, such as in the 
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construction of symbolic resources, as well as on the individual level, as 
expressed in the discourse of individual people.

Another way to think about the power struggles that become mani-
fested in the construction of narratives about the past is to consider the 
process by which meanings are negotiated in dialogical relations among 
people and social groups. The social asymmetries of speakers often lead 
to certain representations not being recognized (Barreiro and Castorina 
2016), thereby constraining the meaning-making processes. The mean-
ings that prevail in this struggle between representational fields become 
positive representational elements included in the competing narratives. 
Other features—those that challenge and threaten the dominant per-
spective—are often excluded and become what has been labeled “noth-
ingness” (Bang 2009; Barreiro and Castorina 2016), remaining as the 
dark or unacknowledged side of the positive elements represented in 
the narratives. This absence stems from a constructive process to cope 
with uncanny social objects or meanings. Nevertheless, those ignored 
elements of historical narratives perform a constitutive function in their 
genesis, as they can be constructed precisely because some elements are 
excluded.

Finally, it is also important to recognize that narratives about histori-
cal processes are relevant to identity development, especially to the con-
struction of a sense of collective or group identity. Historical narratives 
tell group members who they are, where they are from, and where they 
are going (Sibley et al. 2008). In this way, individuals identify themselves 
as members of a group that has constructed an image of itself in the con-
text of both collectively lived experiences and agreed-upon values. As 
has been abundantly shown, people’s social identity is constructed based 
on the relative categorization and valuing of members of different social 
groups (Abrams et al. 2001; ellemers et al. 2002; Tajfel and Turner 
1986; Postmes and Branscombe 2010). In general, individuals strive to 
preserve a positive self-view and consider their ingroup more positively 
than the outgroups (Deaux and Martin 2003). Thus, individuals’ under-
standings of social phenomena, such as historical events, depend more 
on how these events affect their sense of identity than on the actual facts 
or available evidence (ellemers et al. 2002). Importantly, as social groups 
construct their own discourse about the social world, they also adapt to 
or resist other groups’ discourse. To know the outgroup’s discourse is 
to know how those individuals think of “us”; in other words, such dis-
course makes one aware of the existence of alternative representations of 
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the self (Gillespie 2008). The representations of the different perspec-
tives about ourselves are an important dialogical sub-part of our identity 
and allow individuals to deal with the plurality of representations about 
themselves. These alternative representations are attributed to other 
people and become evident when someone expresses the phrases “they 
think” or “they claim” or “they say.”

confLIctIng narratIves In argentIne rememberIng  
of the “conquest of the desert”

The Conquest of the Desert was a military campaign carried out by the 
Argentine state at the end of the 19th century (1874–1885), wherein 
the military made inroads into territories that had been up to then 
inhabited by indigenous groups. This period of territorial expansion and 
national organization involved (and, indeed, relied on) the massacre and 
enslavement of indigenous communities. Thousands were exterminated 
and many more sold into slavery to the new landowners. Survivors were 
forced to negate or ignore their culture and assimilate to the conquerors’ 
culture, effectively becoming invisible as a social group (Del Río 2005; 
Halperin Donghi 1995). Their invisibility persisted over many decades 
(Gordillo and Hisrch 2010; Valko 2012) as the Argentine national iden-
tity consolidated as largely “white” or “european” (Carretero and Kriger 
2011).

In the last few decades, various indigenous communities in Argentina 
gained some recognition, including formal status for their group rights, 
even as they remained deeply affected by poverty, racism, and social 
exclusion (Sarasola 2010). Although counter-narratives first emerged 
from within the indigenous community, nowadays they have been legiti-
mized by historiography and other scientific disciplines (e.g., Bayer 
2010; Briones 1994; Halperin Donghi 1995; Novaro 2003). Indeed, 
scientific accounts have challenged the hegemonic version of the nar-
rative about the “Conquest of the Desert” that is expressed in school 
textbooks and monuments—a narrative that portrays the Argentine mili-
tary as heroically working to subdue the violent and uncivilized tribes, 
thereby contributing to the organization and consolidation of the 
Argentine state and nation. In its stead, this counter-perspective brought 
to the fore the massacre and abuses carried out by the military against 
indigenous groups.
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The tension between conflicting narratives constitutes a state of cog-
nitive polyphasia in the collective remembering of this historical process 
(Barreiro et al. 2016, 2017). The narrative about the glorious military 
campaign that consolidated Argentine sovereignty upon its current 
national territory works to create and support a sense of national iden-
tity (Carretero 2011); therefore, questioning such a narrative is deeply 
threatening. Nevertheless, there is also a collective awareness of the 
tragic history of the indigenous people, so individuals cannot simply 
deny these facts. Thus, both narratives become manifested in symbolic 
recourses such as history curricula, monuments, or names of streets, 
without maintaining a coherent relation between them. In this way, a 
state of cognitive polyphasia operates on Argentine collective memory, 
as a strategy to preserve their positive national identity and avoid collec-
tive guilt about their nation’s actions, while at the same time recognizing 
the injustices suffered by indigenous people and representing a “politi-
cally correct” version of the national past (Barreiro et al. 2016). For 
example, many central provincial capitals throughout Argentina feature 
large equestrian statues commemorating General Roca, the chief com-
mandant of the military campaign, that are ridden with graffiti saying 
“killer,” “genocide,” or “indigenous people are alive.” Such vandalized 
monuments express the coexistence of two opposite versions of the past. 
Another example of the state of cognitive polyphasia is given by research 
(Barreiro et al. 2016; Sarti and Barreiro 2014) showing that although 
many Argentine adolescents and young adults are aware that indigenous 
people were massacred in the historical past, they fail to recognize the 
military campaign was carried out by the Argentine state and, errone-
ously, attribute it to “the Spaniards colonizers.”

Importantly, the hegemonic narrative about the Conquest of the 
Desert denies not only the Argentine state’s responsibility for the injus-
tices suffered by indigenous people in the past, but also the existence of 
indigenous communities in the Argentine territory in the present, by 
constructing the story in such a way that one might think that all the 
indigenous people have been killed. Many studies (Gordillo and Hirsch 
2010; Nagy 2014) have shown that the indigenous groups currently liv-
ing in Argentina, and specifically in the province of Buenos Aires where 
more than 30% of the indigenous population resides, are still largely 
invisible. Moreover, the few symbolic recourses dedicated to recog-
nizing the indigenous people, such as monuments or images in text-
books, tend to present their identity as homogenous and anachronistic. 
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Stereotypic representations of indigenous people constitute the basis for 
prejudice (Ungaretti et al. 2015; Ungaretti and Müller, forthcoming). 
Furthermore, inasmuch as individual members of indigenous groups 
today fail to comply with the expectations of what an indigenous indi-
vidual should look or act like, such stereotypic representations are also 
used to deny the indigenous identity in the present day.

constructIng group’s past In the mIdst of Intergroup 
confLIct

From year 2013 to 2015, we carried out an ethnographic study to 
explore the varying narratives about the “Conquest of the Desert” in 
a small city, located in the southern region of the province of Buenos 
Aires. In this city, the descendants of the founding militaries and 
european immigrants who arrived at the beginning of 20th century to 
settle the “conquered” lands live alongside descendants of the indig-
enous Mapuche community who inhabited that territory before the 
conquest. In this chapter, we focus our analysis, first, on the hegemonic 
narrative as conveyed by the exhibitions of the local historical museum 
and, next, on the indigenous counter-narrative as registered during infor-
mal meetings and conversations with members of the local Mapuche 
community.

The Hegemonic Narrative Expressed in the Local Museum’s Exhibits

The various rooms that articulate the exhibits of the local histori-
cal museum follow a traditional organization (Asensio and Pol 2012). 
Visitors are supposed to observe valued objects meant to reveal a narra-
tive about the past, framed in terms of political events, world affairs, and 
national heroes. As is the case in many other latin American historical 
museums (Gonzáles de Oleaga 2012), the hegemonic narrative in this 
local museum is presented as one-dimensional: Historical objects are pre-
sented as though they could narrate history in and of themselves. The 
sense of interpretation—which is essential to any historical texts—is not 
made visible to the visitor (Bennett 1998).

The sequence of the various rooms that constitute the exhibit is sup-
posed to follow a chronological order. The exhibit begins with a room 
dedicated to pre-historical times, followed by another commemorating 
the indigenous people who inhabited the region. In this “indigenous 
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room,” visitors find a horse, tools used to make food, traditional indig-
enous cloths, some indigenous weapons, and several pictures of indig-
enous people dressed in traditional attire. The more antique objects 
exhibited there correspond to the time of the “Conquest of the Desert,” 
but there is no explicit mention of such historical process in the exhibit. 
In addition to the enormous chronological gap between the previous 
room dedicated to pre-historical times and this one, the objects featured 
in this room include some pertaining to the end of the 19th century and 
others that refer to famous local indigenous people who died as recently 
as a few decades ago. In this sense, this room represents a time loop con-
fusing past and present and joining very different moments of the local 
history. Across from the “indigenous room,” visitors find a “colonial 
room” dedicated to the Conquest of America by Spaniards in the years 
1492–1816, where the everyday life in the Argentine colony is depicted 
without any trace of indigenous people.

The sequence of the rooms in the museum seems to indicate a narra-
tive wherein indigenous people inhabited the region after pre-historical 
times and until the arrival of the Spaniards, who colonized America. This 
narrative implicitly suggests that indigenous people disappeared because 
of the Spaniards’ colonization. Unsurprisingly, this narrative is very simi-
lar to the one told by Argentine adolescents and adults (Barreiro et al. 
2016; Sarti and Barreiro 2014), who hold the Spaniards responsible for 
the killing of the indigenous people while ignoring the role played by the 
Argentine nation-state.

While touring the “indigenous room” in the museum, we happened 
to observe a visit of a kindergarten classroom with their teacher.1 Below 
we reproduce a fragment of our record of the teachers’ explanations, 
which help illustrate the looping between past and present in the hegem-
onic discourse about indigenous culture, as well as the ensuing anach-
ronic representation of indigenous identity:

[…] all these objects that we are seeing here show how many different 
things the indigenous people used to have and used to do. They used to 
have a flag, they used to take care of their children, they used to prepare 
their own food. They also used to have a thanksgiving ceremony that was 
called nguillatun, because they were a very grateful people.

In fact, all the objects and activities mentioned by the teacher still exist 
and are part of today’s indigenous culture. However, the teacher’s 



POWeR STRUGGleS IN THe ReMeMBeRING …  133

explanations were all articulated in the past tense, leading children to 
believe that indigenous people and their culture no longer exist.

This teacher’s discourse as well as the sequence of rooms in the 
museum works so as to deny the existence of a people who still live in 
their very city and all across the country. Their existence becomes “noth-
ingness,” and their identity is constructed anachronically, fixed in the 
past without considering its possible and actual development through 
time. Then, given that today’s indigenous people cannot be easily dis-
tinguished from the other inhabitants of Argentina because they look 
the same, wear the same clothing, and use the same technology, they are 
considered “not real indigenous people” and “opportunists who only 
care about their roots because they want to receive a pension or restitu-
tion money from the government” (Barreiro et al. 2016; Nagy 2014). 
In this way, the stereotype of the indigenous people supported by the 
hegemonic narrative contributes to continued and heightened prejudice 
against them.

Altogether, the local museum’s exhibit promotes one version of his-
tory and presents it de facto as the only possible version. In this way, 
this local history museum (as many other similar museums throughout 
Argentina and other latin American countries) legitimizes the hegem-
onic version of the past by showing it as the unquestionable and accu-
rate reflection of achievement of scientific research (González de Oleaga 
2012). The traditional museum artifice does not prompt visitors to ques-
tion who decides what should be displayed, who speaks in the name of 
the nation, or what is told versus silenced (Macdonald 1998). These 
questions, however, are crucial to unveil and make visible the power con-
flicts expressed—or silenced—in the museum’s exhibit.

Another interesting aspect of the museum is that it does not feature a 
room dedicated explicitly to the “Conquest of the Desert.” Rather, the 
biggest and most central room is the one dedicated to the foundation 
of the city. What is left unsaid, however, is that the foundation of this 
specific city (and other similar cities) happened as a direct consequence 
of that historical process. In this room, visitors can observe a main red 
wall that proudly features three Remington rifles. And yet, there is no 
explanation concerning what these rifles were used for, or why they are 
so important for national and regional history. According to the indig-
enous counter-narrative, the deadly power of these guns made it possible 
for the Argentine military forces to carry out the genocide of their peo-
ple. Thus, to proudly exhibit these guns may have the shocking effect of 
denying their condemnable role in the conquest and ensuing genocide.
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It should also be noted that the construction of an exhibit dedicated 
to commemorating the guns used during the conquest implies a deeply 
insensitive and offensive attitude vis-à-vis the feelings of indigenous peo-
ple who might visit the museum and encounter a room that celebrates 
the guns that killed their ancestors. This is not a minor oversight, given 
that the museum is located in (and tells the story of) a city that counts 
large numbers of indigenous people as their long-standing residents. In 
effect, this may work as yet another way in which the current existence 
of indigenous people is denied—inasmuch as no consideration is given to 
them as a possible audience. Perhaps in some ways, this both reflects and 
also tends to reinforce the hegemonic view that “all indigenous people 
were killed,” which conveniently makes the need for justice and restitu-
tion unnecessary.

It is noteworthy that hegemonic narratives do not tend to include a 
dialogue with alternative representations. Rather, when a dominant social 
group becomes aware of the presence of an alternative representation, as 
might be the case with the ongoing existence of indigenous people, their 
members develop different semantic barriers (Gillespie 2008) in their 
discourse to defend their own representations, keeping them away from 
the dialogical exchange. Indeed, the use of the past tense in the teacher’s 
discourse and the negation of the ongoing existence of indigenous peo-
ple associated with the construction of an anachronic indigenous identity 
may be considered as instances of protective semantic barriers.

Finally, in analyzing the power of the official narrative as expressed in 
the museum’s exhibits it is necessary to consider the way the national 
Argentine identity is presented. From an intergroup relation perspec-
tive, the narratives about “who we are” that constrain the formation of 
an imagined community are constructed in relation to narratives about 
“who they are.” In this museum, the Argentine identity is presented 
across the various rooms as continuous and stable, beginning with the 
Spanish colony and until the foundation of the city where the museum is 
located. Thus, the essence of the Argentine identity is presented as aris-
ing after the “indigenous times.” Furthermore, the Argentines, as a peo-
ple, are considered as homogenous and as represented by homogenous 
social groups that still hold a dominant role in Argentine society: the 
militaries and the political class, all of whom deny the current existence 
of the ingenious community.



POWeR STRUGGleS IN THe ReMeMBeRING …  135

Counter-Narratives and Mapuche’s Resistance

As mentioned above, in the last few decades various scientific disci-
plines disseminated in the lay population a counter-narrative about what 
happened during the “Conquest of the Desert.” And yet, this coun-
ter-narrative is not new; it has been supported by indigenous communi-
ties since the end of the 19th century. Here, we present transcripts of 
records from our visit to the local Mapuche community. These help illus-
trate the counter-narrative upon which this community has constructed 
its identity and based their claims for justice and reparation against the 
Argentine state. We begin with a transcript from a formal document, 
given to us by one of the main representatives of the Mapuche com-
munity, which had been presented before the Indigenous Parliament (a 
group that comprises representatives from diverse indigenous communi-
ties):

… I am the great-grandchild of the Chief of the Mapuches Pampa. In 
the year 1878, he was the first to suffer the brunt of the brutal Argentine 
invasion of the territories of our people, known euphemistically as the 
Conquest of the Desert […] The Argentine army, armed with the best 
weapons purchased abroad, decimated my people: men, women, and chil-
dren. The survivors were spread around. Men were sent to jail or forced 
to do hard labor, women were sold or given away like property, some to 
the military, some as domestic workers to the wealthy families in the cit-
ies. Article 4 of the Treaty of June 14, 1873 stated: ‘The national gov-
ernment makes a commitment to respect the lands occupied today by the 
tribes and to never invade them, so that they can live peacefully with the 
protection of the government’. But my people were sold into slavery. In 
this process we lost everything […] Today we are 200 families and we have 
come together, about 1000 people, and there are still many more spread 
around the country. How can we live with dignity and preserve our com-
munity without a land, when the promises and commitments made to us 
in the Treaty of June 14, 1873 have not been fulfilled?

The differences between the main contents expressed in this counter-
narrative and its hegemonic counterpart discussed above are notewor-
thy. First, in this narrative the Conquest of the Desert is presented not 
as a war or conflict between groups with equal power and competing 
interests but as an unjust invasion of the indigenous lands carried out 
by the Argentine government. This invasion is thought of as unjust 
inasmuch as it had violated treaties entered into with the indigenous 
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tribes—something not even acknowledged in the hegemonic version. 
Furthermore, this counter-narrative does not talk about a genocide or 
extermination of the indigenous people; rather, it tells the story as one 
involving a diaspora that resulted in the loss of the unity among indige-
nous groups, in the loss of their property and territories, and their being 
sold into slavery. It is worth noting that slavery was already illegal at the 
time, as it had been abolished in Argentina in 1813. Another element, 
less evident but not less interesting, is the usage of time in this narra-
tive. The author of the text starts out by affirming his identity and his 
claims in the past, based on his being the descendant of the tribe’s chief, 
the violation of previous treaties, and more broadly based on facts that 
took place over 100 years earlier. Nevertheless, he then moves on to the 
present, as he mentions the current and ongoing situation of indigenous 
families and even alludes to the future as he articulates the impossibility 
of imagining a life with dignity. In this way, the author appeals to the 
past in an effort to justify his present claims and explain the impossibility 
of a future for his people.

Also, this narrative presents past events as the direct cause of the pre-
sent and ongoing social exclusion experienced by indigenous people in 
Argentine. In an important sense, the political implications of this nar-
rative become quite evident: Inasmuch as this version makes visible to 
the Argentine people elements that were occluded from the hegemonic 
narrative, the Argentine government is called to admit past wrongdoings 
it had committed against the indigenous communities and find ways to 
provide reasonable restitution—thereby profoundly subverting the politi-
cal and social status quo.

For the purpose of analyzing the constitutive relations between the 
counter-narrative and its hegemonic counterpart, it is important to 
understand how the former constructs the indigenous identity. As noted 
earlier, the author considers his identity based on his past and appeals 
to his being a direct descendant of the indigenous chief. But he also 
moves on to referring to “we” and “us” in order to articulate a continu-
ity between “his” people that was decimated during the conquest and 
the ongoing experience of the indigenous community. In some respects, 
time seems to freeze, as indigenous people are presented as a homog-
enous group that is preserved over the centuries. This kind of rhetori-
cal move has been identified as characterizing other historical accounts 
(Carretero and Van Alphen 2014), and in that respect, it may be a com-
mon feature of how groups constitute their group identity based on 
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some sort of myth about their origins (Sibley et al. 2008). And yet, this 
direct and static relation between the indigenous people in the present 
and those of the past is not always preserved. On the contrary, the rela-
tion between the past “we” and the present “we” is often ridden with 
tensions, as shown in the following record of a meeting we held with a 
female member of the indigenous community during one of our visits.

This woman started explaining that she taught traditional arts and pottery 
to members of her community, and then clarified: “well, I don’t know if 
I taught them how to make pottery, I think they have it in their DNA, so 
they intuitively knew how to do it”. later, as she described her own life, 
she mentioned: “I chose to live in a house with an adobe floor because 
I wanted to find my identity, I had to have that experience. And my dad 
yelled at me, he said: ‘I worked so hard to have a real floor, and you want 
to keep looking backwards’. But I feel that to move forward I have to keep 
looking backwards, I have to know what my identity is”. And later in the 
conversation she explained that she teaches traditional pottery but she 
wants the experience of making pottery to have a real meaning; she wants 
her students to begin thinking up new designs that reflect their current 
experience and have meaning for them in the present. And she said: “…
people always think that being part of the indigenous community means 
that one has to continue doing things the way they were done in the past, 
they don’t understand that we exist today and that our art belongs in 
the present.” And then she recalled that in preparing a piece of pottery 
for an assignment, one of her young students shaped the piece as ‘Mickey 
Mouse’ because this gave voice to something that was known and valu-
able to this girl in the present time. Her student’s choice, she told us, gave 
her pause and left her pondering. Another member of the community who 
was present at that meeting intervened at that point and said “people are 
always surprised when we tell them we have cellphones, as though Indians2 
should just have boleadoras”. everyone burst out laughing.

At the beginning of this meeting, the art teacher defines the indigenous 
identity in terms of heredity (as she refers to “their DNA”) and in rela-
tion to past traditions (as when she wanted a traditional adobe floor to 
feel connected to her traditional roots). The indigenous identity is thus 
constructed in an anachronic way, not unlike the way it was presented 
in the official version, as frozen in time. Nevertheless, this woman also 
articulates a more dynamic, less frozen, sense of identity, as when she 
wants her students to transform the traditional forms of art and make 
them their own, in the present. In this regard, she seems to convey that 



138  A. BARReIRO eT Al.

the sense of continuity with the culture and traditions of her ancestors 
does not prevent their transformation—as in her call for using traditional 
art methods to construct modern or current symbols.

In our view, the various discourses of members of the indigenous 
community seem to suggest the coexistence of two contradictory rep-
resentations of their own indigenous identity—two representations that 
are in tension with one another. One is anachronistic, fixed in the past, 
and consistent with the prevalent hegemonic discourse. The other is a 
more dynamic version, one that permits members of the community 
to imagine different ways of being members of this community, ways 
that change over time. We propose that this state of cognitive polypha-
sia gives voice to two needs on the side of indigenous people. One is 
the need to constitute themselves as a social group, to be recognized by 
the other, and to legitimize their claims for justice against the Argentine 
state. In an effort to establish a linear continuity with their people from 
the past, as (in the way it would be articulated by the hegemonic narra-
tive) “real indigenous people,” they resort to taking in and adopting fea-
tures of the alternative hegemonic representations. The other need is for 
their identities to reflect the fact that they live real lives in the present—
lives that have modified their traditions; they need to think of themselves 
in less frozen ways, as members of an indigenous community who are 
entitled to modify themselves and be indigenous in some ways different 
from the ways their ancestors were indigenous. In some respects, then, 
their stories appropriate aspects of the alternative representations of the 
indigenous identity that are articulated by the dominant hegemonic nar-
rative—this may serve for them to gain recognition as a community in 
the eyes of the dominant groups. At the same time, their stories also call 
for a newly elaborated version, their own perspective on their culture—a 
piece that has been invisible and, indeed, negated, within the hegemonic 
framework. As the two women burst out laughing when they say “people 
are always surprised when we tell them we have cellphones, as though 
Indians should just have boleadoras,” their mocking of the alternative 
hegemonic representation reflects what Gillespie (2008) has labeled 
bracketing, a discursive strategy that conveys both acknowledgment and 
critical resistance. Nevertheless, their discourse makes it evident that 
while they recognize that version of themselves as not their own version 
but as the view that others have of them and mock it, they also, at times, 
grab on to and appropriate that representation, or pieces of it.
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concLusIons

In this chapter, we have discussed the differences and similarities 
between the contents of hegemonic and counter-narratives related to the 
Conquest of the Desert and the tensions and conflicts between the two, 
as each version positions itself as the objective truth about what actu-
ally happened. The hegemonic narrative negates the conflict between the 
two groups in the present, by rendering the indigenous group invisible 
and nonexistent and by narrating their identity in anachronistic ways. As 
a result, it delegitimizes indigenous claims for recognition and reparation 
and works to protect and reproduce the social order. The counter-nar-
rative explicitly postulates the existence of a conflict between the indig-
enous community and the Argentine state—a conflict that started out in 
the past and persists in the present, inasmuch as past wrongs have not 
been acknowledged and repaired, group rights have not been guaran-
teed, and injustices and exclusion persist in the present time.

And yet, we have also underscored that hegemonic and counter-nar-
ratives are not homogeneous and stable. Tensions and contradictions 
abound both between and within narrative discourses. Indeed, we have 
shown that specific narrative elements may serve distinct functions—
whether it is to establish or challenge continuity, to resist characteriza-
tions suggested by alternative representations, or to avoid responsibility 
and deny claims for reparations. On the one hand, the hegemonic nar-
rative promotes a positive view of the Argentine national identity by 
acknowledging the goodness of the original inhabitants (“they used to 
take care of their children, they used to prepare food… they used to be 
very grateful people”) and attributing their extinction to the colonizing 
process initiated by the Spaniards (as manifested in their disappearance 
from the historical timeline in the museum) without ever acknowledg-
ing the actions of the Argentine state in the past and rendering invisible 
their existence in the present. On the other hand, the counter-narrative 
creates a continuity between past, present, and future by establishing its 
inevitable links with the Argentine state and features a noticeable ten-
sion between the need to assert their identification with their ancestors 
and gain recognition from the dominant group, while also allowing for 
change and transformation in their midst.

Our thinking about the process of remembering and narrating histori-
cal events allows us to draw implications for designing educational inter-
ventions aimed at modifying the extant narratives in such ways so as to 
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promote the betterment of the indigenous communities in Argentina. 
It must first be noted that any such attempts at intervention cannot 
take place exclusively at the individual level because both hegemonic 
and counter-narratives are manifested and supported by collective sym-
bolic resources. Hence, any intervention must attempt a broad or global 
transformation of how both past processes and the ongoing indigenous 
situation are discussed. Also, it would be critical to allow for multi-
ple competing versions of events to coexist and dialogue, challenging, 
informing, and enriching one another. And yet, such transformation is 
not easy to accomplish inasmuch as alterations in collective narratives 
have direct impact on individual and group identity and are therefore 
resisted consciously and unconsciously.

In this vein, it is also important to note that we are not proposing 
an intervention at the informational or even conceptual level. Changes 
in collective narrative discourse are unlikely to come about merely as a 
result of new facts or evidence—it is the representation and interpreta-
tion of facts, the meanings made of facts that are in dispute. The notion 
of state of cognitive polyphasia suggests that people develop strategies 
to deal with conflicting information without changing their beliefs and 
interpretations. It is the state of polyphasia, rather than mere informa-
tion, which must be addressed.

But how does one go about doing this? The goal is not necessarily to 
support or reinforce one or another version of historical events. Rather, 
it would be important to support students in acquiring and utilizing the 
skills of a lay historian: searching and selecting for sources of historical 
evidence, the systematic weighing and comparing of evidentiary facts, so 
as to construct hypotheses about the phenomenon at hand, and develop 
the willingness to critically revise their conclusions.

notes

1.  The social roles of all the people mentioned in this chapter had been 
slightly modified to preserve the anonymity of their identities.

2.  Although “Indian” is not the acceptable term to refer to indigenous peo-
ple because it builds on the mistaken assumption of the first Spaniards col-
onizers (i.e., that they had arrived to India) and denies their true identity, 
we did observe that members of the local indigenous community often use 
this term colloquially to refer to themselves without considering it offen-
sive. It is, however, typically considered offensive or derogatory when used 
by non-indigenous people.
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