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Abstract. This article examines relationships between archival records produced
in borderland spaces and the histories of autonomous (non-subjugated and non-
missionized) Indigenous peoples. Focusing on the Banda Oriental region of
Southeastern South America, it argues that the geographical content, dispersion, and
curation of colonial records have served to silence Native pasts. As Portuguese,
Spanish, and Jesuit administrators sought possession of this borderland, they
overstated the reach of their own settlements and strategically ascribed ethnic
labels to Indigenous neighbors to appropriate their lands or delegitimize their
sovereignty. The geographical dispersion of colonial records over time has masked
the inconsistencies of such claims, and colonial ethnogeographic imaginations thus
persist. By reading colonial sources from multiple settlements against one another,
this article identi�es contradictions in the geographic and ethnographic information
they provide, laying a foundation for new ethnogeographic imaginations that center
the spaces and agency of autonomous Indigenous communities.
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Introduction

In February 1716, the Valencian Jesuit Policarpo Dufo penned an account
of a recent raid undertaken against neighboring Indigenous communities in
what is now northeastern Argentina. Dufo and 1,500 Guaraní militiamen
had set out from the Yapeyú mission the previous November, only to
abandon their efforts and return home in January (Dufo 1870: 245–61; see
�g. 1). Despite the brevity of this endeavor, Dufo’s account was unique for
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the details that it provided of lands and peoples beyond colonial settle-
ments. Along the way, the militias encountered numerous Native commu-
nities, including Guenoas, who provided guidance and aid; Chanáes and
Mohos, who spied on the troops; Yaros and Bohanes, who surrounded and
waylaid the travelers; and Machados, who occupied a former mission set-
tlement. Dufo’s account also named individual Indigenous agents, includ-
ing Juan Yaro and “the notorious” Carabí, both of whom the militias and
Guenoas killed along the way. Yet for all of the tantalizing information
Dufo’s account provides, it raises more questions. Why did the Guenoas
host the militias, guide them through the countryside, and serve as their
vanguard? Why were there Chaná spies, when Chanáes lived on a nearby
Franciscian mission? If the Machados were the “most numerous clan of
Charrúas” and “peaceful people,” who were the other Charrúas and why

Figure 1. Portuguese, Spanish, and Jesuit-Guaraní settlements around the region’s
perimeter constituted the principal sites where written documents on the region
were produced.
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The trajectories of source materials corresponded with the territorial
objectives of postcolonial states in the region. As republican governments
sought to claim inheritance of imperial lands and narrate the histories of
their contemporary territorial units, they prioritized the transcription of
geographically based primary sources that forti�ed their assertions. Since
most imperial ethnographies of the region had been drafted as part of late-
eighteenth-century boundary demarcations, these sources tended to appear
in published volumes. The diaries of sixteenth-century explorers and sev-
enteenth- and eighteenth-century Jesuit missionaries and administrators,
which had formed the historical basis for claims of land possession, �lled
the remaining pages of such publications (e.g., Angelis 1836; Calvo 1862;
González 1883; Groussac 1902). Manuscripts not directly related to land
claims were generally absent from these publications, but instead ended
up in one of the numerous archival repositories founded by newly
formed national or subnational governments or in Spain’s or Portugal’s
imperial archives. Each institution implemented different organizational
structures—Argentina’s and Brazil’s national archives mostly maintained

Figure 2. Nearly 700 identi�ed manuscripts are held in archives across twelve
cities. Each city is plotted and weighted proportionately according to number of
manuscripts it holds, from 1 to 175.
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bundles of records according to imperial administrative units, while
Uruguay’s national archive disaggregatedmany records and reorganized them
chronologically—but they all tended toward geographical categories to
organize records regarding the Banda Oriental’s countryside.10

This fragmentation and dispersion of relevant manuscripts coincides
with the myopic geographical gaze of each archival institution. By plotting
the manuscripts according to the location of events they recounted and
color-coding them according to the city where they are held we can see this
trend emerge (�g. 4).11 Nearly all of the manuscripts held in Brazilian or
Portuguese archives address events occurring near Colônia, along the Río
de la Plata’s northern coast, or on the Portuguese side of the late-eighteenth-

Figure 3. Of themanuscripts plotted in�gure 2, 39 percent are found inArgentina,
25 percent in Brazil, 26 percent in Iberia, and 10 percent in Uruguay. Seventeen
percent have been transcribed and published.
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century interimperial borderlines. Conversely, manuscripts held in Buenos
Aires and Seville focus primarily on coastal settlements, Jesuit-Guaraní
missions, and forts on the Spanish side of the border. With the exception of
the records of a brief military foray in the early 1800s, nearly all of Mon-
tevideo’s records pertain to events occurring near the city or its immediate
hinterlands. Santa Fe, Argentina, presents a similar trend. Overlaying
individual references on a heat map that measures the concentration and
amount of citations reveals that even when a given city’s institutions hold
records pertaining todistant lands, those references are sparse, as is the case for
viceregal records held in Argentina’s Archivo General de la Nación and
imperial records held in Spain’s Archivo General de Indias. Controlling for
years would reveal even thinner accounts: relevant Portuguese records from

Figure 4. More than �ve hundred manuscripts report locations of autonomous
Indigenous agents, yet each present-day archival city exhibits a limited territorial
vantage point concentrated on colonial settlements.
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as preadolescent child (párvulo) or infant (criatura); or that highlighted
occupation, such as domestic laborer (criada), peon (peón), or household
dependent (agregado). These identi�ers occasionally appeared alongside
ethnonyms, particularly in the case of new arrivals, yet often disappeared
over a person’s lifetime. Moreover, ethnonyms that were ascribed to �rst-
generation migrants from tolderías to colonial settlements almost never
passed on to their descendants, as demonstrated by the approximately two
thousand Indigenous captives taken during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries (Erbig 2015: 265). The principal exception was Nuestra Señora
de la Concepción de Cayastá, a forti�ed frontier mission founded by the
Spanish in 1750 and populated by Charrúa captives. There, the reverse
happened:Charrúa functioned as a catchall term for its inhabitants, similar
toGuaraní in the missions of Paraguay.Whereas administrators in Spanish
cities and towns aimed to incorporate captives into a creolized social order,
the mission instead functioned to transform non-subjugated Indians to
mission Indians through exile and separation from Spanish settlements
(Wilde 2012). Ethnic identi�cation was thus paramount until the mission
was abandoned in 1793.

Conclusion

While strategies to read against or along the archival grain have revealed
much about the limits of imperial knowledge and the activities of impe-
rial subjects, the episodic and fragmented records of colonial engagement
with the autonomous Indigenous communities produced unique archival
conditions in borderland spaces. These diverse and scattered sources are
characterized less by formulaic patterns of writing or record-keeping than
by ever-changing ethnonyms and territorial imaginations projected from
isolated locales. This process was both colonial and postcolonial, as the
inauguration of archival institutions in the nineteenth century encased dis-
persed imperial records within national or subnational territorial frames.
In the case of the Banda Oriental, the independent lives of imperial sources
begat independent andparallel historiographical traditions inwhich scholars
accepted the geographic and ethnographic categories of archival sources
and institutions. These ethnogeographical assumptions have in turn con-
tributed to the invisibilization of Native peoples past and present.

The dynamic nature of ethnonyms in colonial records engendered
contradictory and fragmented pasts for the communities to which they
were meant to refer. As scholars used ethnonyms as proxies for cataloguing
diverse tolderías, the ethnonym employed in a given source determined

264 Jeffrey A. Erbig Jr. and Sergio Latini



which ethnohistory—Charrúa? Minuán?—its information would �t into.
Retellings of the 1715 militia expedition from Yapeyú illustrate such
struggles. In de�ning the tolderías encountered by the militias, some
historians suggested that they were Bohanes, Charrúas, and Yaros; some
countered that they were Bohanes and Yaros, but not Charrúas; one sug-
gested that they were all “Uruguayan Indians”; and by the late twentieth
century, most suggested that they were all Charrúas (see Lozano 1874: 470;
Funes 1856: 358; Trelles 1870: 243–44; Bauzá 1895: 436–41; Cervera
1907: 421–24; Sallaberry 1926: 182). Meanwhile, anthropologists sought
to agglutinate individual ethnonyms under broader categories, af�rming
that all participants were Charrúas, purporting that Bohanes may have
been a misspelling of Minuanes, or suggesting that Yaros may have been
Kaingang people (see Serrano 1961: 190–94; Basile Becker 2002: 55; Vidart
1996: 21).

This tendency toward agglutinating diverse peoples, driven by a pau-
city of available records, has produced a historiographical weight against
which more recent scholarship and Indigenous social movements have had
to contend. Present-day Indigenous Americans in Uruguay, Brazil, and
Argentina have reclaimed Charrúa identity in forming such groups as the
Association of Descendants of the Charrúa Nation (ADENCH) and the
Council of the Charrúa Nation (CONACHA). Charrúa and other ethno-
nyms have thus been integral to the reemergence of Indigenous peoples
in a region that has long denied their existence (Basini Rodríguez 2003;
Verdesio 2014). Yet taking such terms at face value and assuming that they
were meaningful to colonial-era Indigenous actors leads to narratives of
vanishing, as ethnonyms in historical texts primarily designated people
who maintained political autonomy while Native peoples’ integration into
the colonial sphere coincidedwith their discursive disappearance. Accounts
of ethnic identi�cation thereafter might draw on the increasingly asserted
oral traditions of reemergent Indigenous communities today.

Reading across archives entails the recognition that ethnonyms were
often imposed labels that developed over time to categorize peoples beyond
the reach of colonial settlements. Recent research has demonstrated this
trend throughout the Americas, from the borderlands of northern New
Spain to the eastern foothills of the Andes, and from Brazilian forests to the
grasslands of Patagonia. Numerous scholars have shown the inconsistent
use of ethnonyms, which agglutinated diverse Native neighbors, distin-
guished Indigenous allies from enemies, and assigned culpability to external
Native foes. Yet researchers have diverged on whether ethnonyms ever
became meaningful to the communities to which they referred. They have
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also disagreed on whether to continue using such terms, to deconstruct
them, or to discard them in favor of other classi�cations (Langfur 2006: 26–
30; Julien 2006; Ortelli 2007; Oliveto 2010; Nacuzzi and Lucaioli 2017). It
is nonetheless possible to simultaneously historicize ethnonyms and adopt
other concepts that more closely approximate Indigenous patterns of social
organization, such as tolderías, parcialidades, cacicazgos, or kinship net-
works. In this way, one can identify the interplay between colonial dis-
course and Indigenous action, whether or not Native communities ulti-
mately adopted these terms themselves.

This type of reading also requires the acknowledgment of contradic-
tions between the short-range territorial vantage points of source materials
and their authors’ efforts to project an understanding of a countryside
about which they had little knowledge. The process of identifying and
reading beyond these modes of classi�cation and territorial framing is only
possible through the examination of multiple archives, as discrepancies are
only apparent through comparison. Reading interethnic engagements from
multiple vantage points both highlights the contradictions of individual
accounts and allows for deeper analysis of the interests and motives of
tolderías and caciques as they moved throughout the region and engaged
various locales. This, in turn, enables the construction of new territorial
frames that highlight the plurality and locality of Indigenous sociocultural
organization. Moreover, it derives meaning from Indigenous actions where
Indigenous voices are elusive, and it highlights material factors, rather than
purported ethnic tendencies, as the driving forces behind such actions.
Lastly, it allows for the deconstruction of supposed Iberian hegemony over
Native lands and acknowledges the authority exercised by autonomous
Native communities.

To read across archival limits is to build bodies of evidence from the
edges of extant repositories, to collect fragments, and to push back on the
ethnogeographical imaginations of historical sources, archival repositories,
and historiographies. Such an effort is nonetheless fraught with logistical,
�nancial, and institutional hurdles. It is not enough to read sources with
a new mindset, and multiarchival research is often prohibitively expen-
sive, particularly when archives are spread across continents and sources
of funding privilege nationally framed projects. Digitalization initiatives
have made documents more accessible, but unstable connections, slow
servers, changing web addresses, and �nding aids that do not highlight or
index Native peoples have limited their utility. Perhaps the most prom-
ising pathway is further collaboration among scholars from different
locales and with present-day Indigenous people.
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1 Recent indexing by theArchivoGeneral de laNación has enabled the tallying and
cataloguing of documents within this collection for the �rst time in Zabala 2011:
287–97, 401. Piedrabuena’s account was transcribed in Latini 2012: 8–12.

2 “Acta deCabildo de Santa Fe,” 7Dec. 1715,ArchivoGeneral de la Provincia de
Santa Fe (hereafter AGPSF); Archivo General de Indias (hereafter AGI) Buenos
Aires, 235, fs. 12, 89v, 108, 130–130v, 150v, 172, 214v, 239v, 259v, 276v, 296,
320–320v, 345v, 371v–372, 385v, 405v–406, 429v; Cortesão 1954: 321–2.

3 “Acta de Cabildo de Santa Fe,” 7 Dec. 1715, AGPSF.
4 Letter from the city of BuenosAires, BuenosAires, 16Dec. 1715, AGI, Charcas,

263.
5 Notaries were present in many borderland settlements; however, their records

mostly referred to individualswhooperatedwithin a settlement’s administrative
apparatus.

6 The Banda Oriental as de�ned here comprises present-day Uruguay, north-
eastern Argentina, and southern Brazil. The term, which literally means
“eastern side,” refers here to lands east of the Río de la Plata and the Paraná
River.

7 This includes all archival repositories that contain manuscripts regarding the
region’s borderlands, including repositories in Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay,
Uruguay, Spain, Portugal, and the United States.

8 At the time this article was written, we have not found relevant manuscripts in
Paraguay or the United States, and thus omitted them from �gure 2. We did,
however, identify published primary sources and manuscript maps in North
American institutions such as the Newberry Library, the John Carter Brown
Library, and the Library of Congress.

9 The Actas de Cabildo of the Archivo General de la Provincia de Santa Fe; the
Coleção De Angelis of Brazil’s and Argentina’s national libraries; the Projeto
Resgate of Lisbon’s Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Brazil’s Universidade de
Brasília, and its national library; the Archivo Artigas of Uruguay’s national
archive; and Spain’s Portal de Archivos Españoles (PARES) are some examples
of this trend.

10 This tendency also permeated subsequent transcriptions and publications that
these archives produced. Some series included:Documentos interessantes para
a história e costumes de São Paulo and the Revista do Instituto Histórico e
Geográ�co do Rio Grande do Sul (Brazil), the Revista del Archivo General
Administrativo (Uruguay), and the Revista del Archivo General de Buenos
Aires (Argentina). Most records in Portugal’s and Spain’s imperial archives
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re�ected the territorially based administrative structures of their overseas gov-
ernments.

11 Of the nearly seven hundred manuscripts identi�ed, just over �ve hundred
provide a spatial referent according to which they can be plotted. This dataset
was originally cited in Erbig 2016 and has since been updated to include newly
identi�ed records.

12 The term toldería derived from the transportable tent-like structures (toldos)
that made up such an encampment. For seasonal mobility, see Nacuzzi 1991;
Barr 2011.

13 Detailed discussions of sociocultural changes among tolderías in the Banda
Oriental include Bracco 2004a; Frühauf Garcia 2009; Latini 2010; Erbig 2016.

14 For more on ethnonyms, the colonial gaze, and indigenous agency in southern
and eastern SouthAmerica, seeNacuzzi 1998;Monteiro 2001: 53–78; Verdesio
2001: 37–38; El Jaber 2011: 291–93; Giudicelli 2007; Boccara 2007; Roulet
2016.

15 Many of these ethnonyms were recorded with different spellings and may have
referred to distinct peoples. In the case of Charrúas, this included “charruaes”
and “charruases” (DiegoGarcía, 1527), “jacroas” (Fernándes deOviedo, 1535),
“zechuruas” (Schmidl, 1536), “charruaes” (Ortiz de Vergara, 1569), and “char-
ruaha” (del Barco Centenera, 1602). Different ethnonyms may have also derived
from different translators and intermediaries that accompanied the expedi-
tions, including Spanish castaways and captives and native Guaraní speakers
(Latini 2010: 76–79; Metcalf 2005: 76).

16 Sixteenth-century travelers often considered the Río de la Plata and the Paraná
River one and the same (Acosta y Lara 1989: 15; Frega 2008: 96).

17 Order issued by Governor Baigorri, Buenos Aires, 21 Oct. 1655, Archivo
General de la Nación, Argentina (hereafter AGNA), IX. 6-9-3; Jarque 1687:
374–82.

18 “Acta de Cabildo de Santa Fe,” 5 Dec. 1650, AGPSF; Latini 2012: 10; Dufo
1870: 253.

19 Petition by Fernando Alarcón, Corrientes, n.d., AGNA, IX. 6–9-5.
20 AGNA, IX. 41-3-8, exp. 4, f. 49–49v, 54–59, 86–87. Recent works have

repudiated perceived Indigenous loyalty to a given crown in the region. See
Frühauf Garcia 2009: 227–72; Garcia and Milder 2012: 40.

21 Instituto Histórico e Geográ�co Brasileiro (hereafter IHGB), Conselho Ultra-
marino, Arq. 1.1.25, f. 59–62; AGNA, VII. Biblioteca Nacional 289, 4390/1,
4390/2; Petition by Juan José Rico, s.d, AGI, Charcas, 384.

22 Archivo General de la Nación, Uruguay, Falcao Espalter, vol. 1, f. 89, 112;
Museo Mitre, Archivo Colonial, Arm B, C28, P1, No. 3.

23 The treaties of Madrid (1750) and San Ildefonso (1777) each commissioned
mapping teams to establish a transcontinental border between Brazil and
Spanish South America. Portugal (1759) and Spain (1767) also expelled the
Jesuit order from their territories.

24 Letter from Francisco Bruno de Zavala, Las Vívoras, 9 Nov. 1750, AGNA, IX.
4-3-1; Letter from Martín Joseph de Echauri, Campo del Bloqueo, 19 Mar.
1758, and Letter from Joseph Martínez Fontes, Campo del Bloqueo, 3 Oct.
1758, AGNA, IX. 4-3-2; Letter to Francisco Albín,Montevideo, 20Mar. 1798,
AGNA, IX. 3–9-2; Letter from Francisco de Albín, Vívoras, 28 Sept. 1798,
AGNA, IX. 4-3-4; IHGB, Conselho Ultramarino, Arq. 1.2.19, f. 261v.
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