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A narrative of suffering and soil: Swedish migration
and settler colonialism in northeast Argentina
Jenny Ingridsdotter

Department of Culture and Media Studies, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article examines the narrated memory of a Swedish settler colony in
northeast Argentina. Recently, scholarly attention has turned to how
migrants of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries contributed to
colonizing processes in the Americas as they established themselves on lands
already inhabited by Indigenous Peoples. The settlement of Swedish migrants
in Misiones is here regarded as part of a strategy of settler colonialism
advocated by the Argentine state in order to extend the agrarian frontier
further and thereby ‘civilise’ and secure the nation’s rural landscape through
the presence of white settlers. From this perspective, the aim of the article is
to understand how the historical macropolitical framework of settler
colonialism in Argentina is interwoven in the collective and individual
narratives of Swedish descendants in present-day Misiones. The article draws
on ethnographic interviews and observations made in Misiones between
2017 and 2019. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 34
individuals along with walk-along observations at seven Swedish community
sites. The article argues that a central narrative of memory among the
descendants of Swedish settlers relies upon certain elements crucial to settler
colonial societies. However, while this narrative structure is intrinsic to settler
colonialism, it must also be analysed as part of a migration narrative. This
article brings forth new empirical material from a site in Latin America where
Swedish migration history has not previously been studied ethnographically.
Further, it brings the study of migration, colonial settlement, and indigenous
dispossession together through its analysis of a settler narrative in the
particular context of settler colonial history of Misiones.

KEYWORDS Settler colonialism; memory; Argentina; narrative; migration; indigenous dispossession

Introduction

Between the years 1868 and 1911, three contingents of Swedish migrants
arrived in Brazil. Amounting to approximately 3,500 people in total, those
arriving were primarily young families driven by poverty and political
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circumstances.1 As a country in need of labour, Brazil actively encouraged
European immigration by subsidizing passage from Hamburg to Brazil
(Friborg 1988, p. 78). While many of these migrants settled in Brazil, others
suffered from tropical diseases, political unrest and severe flooding. As a con-
sequence, some among this latter group petitioned for repatriation to
Sweden. Others crossed the Uruguay River and entered into the territory of
Misiones in Argentina, settling there as colonists.

This article examines the Swedish settler colony in Misiones through the
memories of the descendants of Swedish migrants in the present-day city
of Oberá. Drawing on ethnographic interviews and observations, it explores
how Swedish migration to northern Argentina in the early twentieth century
is remembered in individual and collective narratives that are linked to settler
colonial history. The aim is to understand how the macropolitical framework
of what could be called settler colonialism in Argentina is interwoven in des-
cendants’ narratives of Swedish migration to Misiones and the settler com-
munity that developed there. The article also addresses the relation
between the position of migrant and settler colonist, taking into account
the power structures of past colonial processes and the way these affect con-
temporary memories of the settlers.

The act of remembering is here understood as an active cultural process. As
Maurice Halbwachs (1992) proposed in introducing the term ‘collective
memory’, memory must be understood as part of a sociocultural context. Simi-
larly, Aleida Assman argues that although we, as human beings, are individuals
with our own memories, our belonging to different social contexts and groups
also provides us with social frames that implicitly structure ‘shared concerns,
values, experiences, and narratives’ (2010, p. 37). Memories of the exodus from
Sweden, the journey through Brazil and settlement in Misiones were not first-
person lived experiences of interviewees. Rather, theirmemories are part of a col-
lective act of remembering, somethingAssmandefines as ‘socialmemory’, which
‘refers to the past as experienced and communicated (or repressed) within a
given society’ (2010, p. 41). While social memory is embodied and intra-genera-
tional, Assman (2010 p. 42) also defines a form of trans-generational memory,
‘political memory’, which is founded on symbols and material representations.

The memories and stories shared by the interviewees were brought out in
relation to topics concerning Swedish identity and organizations that strive to
conserve the traditions of Swedish settlers in Misiones. I posit that the cultural
processes of remembering the Swedish migrants and their settlement in
northeast Argentina are place specific, yet also a manifestation of the many
forms which colonial processes and colonial relations can take (da Costa
and da Costa 2019).

This article offers a cultural analysis of phenomena usually studied in
different scholarly fields – migration history, colonial settlement, and indigen-
ous dispossession. Recently, scholarly attention has turned to how migrants
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of the nineteenth century – in this particular case Swedish migrants – contrib-
uted to colonizing processes in the Americas as they established themselves on
lands already inhabited by Indigenous Peoples (Fur 2009, Fur 2016, Hansen et al.
2017). By turning attention to Swedishmigration to the Southern Cone, and the
settlement of Swedes in Argentina as a settler colonial practice, this article
focuses on the engagement of Swedish citizens in colonial practices and his-
tories. This in itself is something not fully acknowledged in Scandinavian
societies, which are often characterized by a self-perception of exceptionalism
in relation to colonial history (see Jensen and Loftsdóttir 2016). The article brings
forth new ethnographical material on how this twofold process of migration
and settler colonialism is understood andmademeaningful within a local com-
munity in present-day Argentina. Very little research has been done on Swedish
migration to the Southern Cone. Prior studies include historical overviews of
Swedish migration to Brazil (Retsö 2016) and northeast Argentina (Flodell
1974), as well as linguistic studies of the Swedish spoken in Misiones (Flodell
1986, 2002). However, these studies are not ethnographic in nature and have
not been concernedwith how Swedishmigration to Argentina can be analysed
as part of a national policy of internal colonization.

The settler colonial context of Misiones

The province of Misiones is a border zone in the northeast of Argentina, situ-
ated between Paraguay and Brazil. The name Misiones stems from the Jesuit
settlements established in this frontier zone between 1609 and 1707 under
Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule (Eidt 1971, p. 7). In the nineteenth
century, Misiones was a disputed territory, inhabited by the indigenous
Mbyá Guaraní who moved across what are now international borders, as
well as Paraguayans, Brazilians, and cattle herders and farmers from the
neighbouring Argentine province of Corrientes (Bartolomé 1975, p. 246).

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the Argentinean state needed a
labour force, and state builders strived to populate the country with immi-
grants fromwhat they considered to bemore ‘developed’ European countries
(Grimson 2013, p. 31). In 1853, policies sanctioning European immigration
were included in the Argentine National Constitution, with Article 25
stating that European immigrants were welcome to immigrate to work the
land, improve industry, or introduce and teach the arts and sciences. Later
policies, such as the Immigration and Settlement Act of 1876, provided econ-
omic subsidies including passage to agricultural colonies and access to low-
priced land and seeds (Bastia and vom Hau 2014, p. 478). The late nineteenth
century was a time when Argentina was expanding and defining its internal
and external borders. In order to populate the land and expand the agrarian
frontier, the legislation also encouraged internal colonialization of federal
holdings and facilitated the settlement of new European migrants in
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territories such as Misiones (Eidt 1971, p. 92). When the territory of Misiones
was ceded to Argentina in 1876 as a result of the Paraguayan War, it was
inserted into the Immigration and Settlement Act, as well as subjected to
the Avellaneda Law that promoted the establishment of rural colonies
(Schmidt 1991, p. 8). Consequently, Swedes were one national group
among many other European migrants in Argentina who could seek oppor-
tunity of a better life through policies supporting the rural colonial settle-
ment. The first appearance of Swedish immigrants in local statistics occurs
in 1903 when 15 Swedish families were registered in Misiones (Flodell
2002, p. 61). This is the same year that the Argentine government initiated
the extended colonization of the Misiones region through small-scale
farming (Eidt 1971, p. 95).

As others have noted, state expansion and immigration policies in the
nineteenth century were interlaced with the dispossession of Indigenous
communities from their land, a consideration rarely analysed in its intercon-
nectedness (Fur 2014, Madokoro 2019). Similar to the U.S. context, the call for
European immigrants was made at a time when Indigenous Peoples were
increasingly perceived as obstacles to Argentine modernity (Nouzeilles and
Montaldo 2002, p. 525). Through major military campaigns, such as the ‘Con-
quest of the Desert’ (1878–1885), the Argentine state annexed territories and
subjugated Indigenous Peoples in rural regions such as the Pampa, Patagonia
and el Chaco (Gordillo and Hirsch 2003, p. 4, Dunstan and Peñaloza 2017,
p. 610). This land expropriation laid the ground for the emergence of agrarian
capitalism where, as Gordillo and Hirsch state, ‘massive European immigra-
tion consolidated the transformation of el desierto into a new nation-state
arising from its barbarian prehistory’ (2003, p. 4). The settlement of
Swedish migrants in Misiones must thus be regarded as part of a settler colo-
nial strategy advocated by the state in order to expand the agrarian frontier
and to ‘civilise’ national rural space through white settlement.

As I will show, the provision of land was central to the dispossession of
Indigenous communities and settlement, both of which occurred in accord-
ance with a colonial ‘terra nullius’ discourse (see for example Gahman 2020,
p. 38f). In Argentine national discourse, territories conquered by the state
through military force were represented as ‘deserts’ or empty lands. This is
similar to the Australian case, where European settlement was grounded in
the notion that the land to be settled was ‘uninhabited/empty land, or at
least unoccupied by anyone capable of making the land “productive”’
(Dunstan and Peñaloza 2017, p. 610). In Misiones, European migrants were
given benefits to settle in order to make the primeval rainforest – still not
included in agricultural capitalist expansion – productive for the nation.
This colonial discourse, where the idea of Western modernity plays an impor-
tant part, has characterized the understanding of settlement and land claims
up to the present day. For example, in the 1970s, professor of Geography
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Robert Eidt described the settlement in Misiones as a successful re-opening of
‘untouched aboriginal land’ carried out by ‘modern pioneers’ (1971, p. xiii).

Settler colonialism

As Gunlög Fur has noted (2014, p. 55), the study of migration to the Americas
and the indigenous history of the Americas are usually studied in separate
scholarly fields. Fur argues that this separation is ‘detrimental to an under-
standing of the processes of migration, ethnicity, and colonialism’ (2014,
p. 55). In line with this argument, the most appropriate field to place this
study within is settler colonial studies.

Settler colonialism is here understood as a governmental practice of estab-
lishing agricultural colonies on territories claimed by nation states. As Patric
Wolfe notes (2006), settler colonialism is premised upon a ‘logic of elimin-
ation’, by which settler colonial states such as Australia, Canada, and the
U.S.A. pursued a genocidal erasure of Indigenous Peoples as the basis for
replacement by settlers. Research on settler colonialism has increased since
the 1990s, when a number of scholars began to perceive the ‘singular cat-
egory of “colonialism” as too blunt a tool’ (Edmonds and Carey 2013, p. 2;
see also Carey and Silverstein 2020, p. 1). Settler colonial studies emerged
in response to the limitations that scholars found in postcolonial theory for
examining settler colonies as distinct colonial formations with specific
dynamics (see for example McClintock 1992, Shohat 1992, Cook-Lynn
1997). A focus on past and present settler colonial polities does not
exclude directing attention to other colonial forms of which settler colonial
manifestations have been a part. However, even if settler colonial phenom-
ena are embedded in global orders, they structure individual lives in ways
that warrant particular analytical attention (Edmonds and Carey 2013, p. 2).

The focus of settler colonial studies has mainly been on British, and to a
certain extent, European settler attempts, although the field has expanded
to connect various geographical locations and time periods (Edmonds and
Carey 2013, p. 2). While countries like Australia, where the approach first
emerged, and Latin American countries such as Argentina, have different
past and present contexts, there are also similarities which make the
approach interesting for application in the Argentine context. In order to
study the complexities of settler colonial societies this paper thus concurs
with Dunstan and Peñaloza’s call for expanding the discussion on settler colo-
nial experiences outside of the English-speaking sphere (2017, p. 609).

Despite the different ways in which the settler colonial projects of
countries such as Australia and Argentina were formed, ‘the prevailing nine-
teenth-century discourses on race and identity were instrumental in the
relationship between state and indigenous peoples’ (Dunstan and Peñaloza
2017, p. 607). In the case of Misiones, this relationship also resulted in a
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legal position and set of entitlements to white settlers who claimed land
where Indigenous Peoples lived or had lived. I will show that this did not
necessarily mean that all settlers were considered equally by the state, nor
that the settlers unavoidably shared the state’s views on the need to extermi-
nate or dislocate Indigenous Peoples. However, much like Gahman has noted
in the case of the U.S., white settlers in Argentina expanded the ‘civilised’
frontier by laying claim to land while Indigenous Peoples and those
othered by the state suffered atrocities such as ‘genocidal onslaught’, ‘cultural
erasures’, or ‘massive casualties’ (2020, p. 38). Unlike other Indigenous
Peoples, the Mbyá were not perceived as a military threat to the Argentine
state (Schmidt 1991). Living in what became the Argentine province of Mis-
iones, they found themselves increasingly surrounded by European settlers.
However, at the national level, the violence directed towards Indigenous
Peoples extended beyond military campaigns, with the state also organizing
the gathering of Indigenous Peoples into concentration camps to then be dis-
tributed as a source of labour across the country (Nagy and Papazian 2011).
Because of this, it is crucial to look at the settlement of European immigrants
in Misiones in relation to both the colonial processes that enabled them to
access land and the discourses that othered Indigenous People and legiti-
mated violence against them.

Furthermore, I will show there is a tension between the positions of
migrant and settler colonist in the empirical material. Lorenzo Veracini
draws an analytical distinction between settlers and migrants (2010, p. 3),
arguing that even if the spatial mobility of migrants and settlers are alike
– they travel across space and often end up as residents in a new place –
settlers can be understood as partakers in a process of conquest. As Veracini
argues, settlers ‘are founders of political orders and carry their sovereignty
with them’ while migrants encounter already constituted political orders
(2010, p. 3). Veracini notes that ‘[m]igrants can be individually co-opted
within settler colonial political regimes, and indeed they often are. They
do not, however, enjoy inherent rights and are characterized by a
defining lack of sovereign entitlement’ (2010, p. 3). Following this, the
first Swedish settlers can be understood as migrants in the sense that
they arrived unorganized from Brazil – unlike for example some German set-
tlers who travelled to the Southern Cone with the intention of recreating a
nation. They did not bring an idea of a political order that they strived to
fulfil through a colony. Nevertheless, upon their arrival, there was no
already constituted political order or societal infrastructure in place. They,
therefore, became part of a colonizing mission where they were expected
to work the land and construct a society for themselves. According to Ver-
acini’s definition, the Swedish migrants can therefore be regarded as
migrants that were co-opted by the state to act as settlers. Since they
were European, the political order of settler colonialism instilled them
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with rights and entitlements, as long as they would work the land and fulfil
the state’s need.

Through the perspective of settler colonial studies, attention can be
directed towards how macropolitical frameworks impact memory in societies
where the right to land has been – and still is – disputed. By regarding the
particular case of Swedish migrants who became settler colonists in northeast
Argentina through this lens, the complexities of European migration to the
Americas at the end of the nineteenth century can be addressed as part of
a colonial practice embedded in historical legal frameworks. In looking at
this, the analysis exposes how identities, social relations and cultural practices
are characterized by colonial logics and histories.

Methodology

This article draws upon ethnographic interviews and observations conducted
in Misiones between 2017 and 2019. Semi-structured qualitative interviews
were made with 34 individuals, and walk-along observations were conducted
at seven sites considered by interviewees as important for their Swedish
ancestry (listed below). Interviewees were chosen on the basis of their
active participation in associations that functioned to preserve and
promote Swedish customs (folk dance, food, language, etc.) or their identifi-
cation with Swedish ancestry. They were of varying ages – the oldest over 80
years old and the youngest 19 years old – and all were residents of Misiones.
Interviews followed a semi-structured approach, using open questions to
allow interviewees to reflect and make their own associations. Interviewees
were asked about their everyday life and how they experienced and
reflected upon their Swedish ancestry. They were also asked questions per-
taining to family history and the history of the community. Interviews
lasted between one and four hours, and all were recorded and transcribed.
The majority of interviews were conducted in Spanish, with some in
Swedish or a mixture of the two languages. All names used in the text are
pseudonyms and all translations are the author’s. The observations used in
the article were made during walk-along interviews where interviewees
took the ethnographer to sites that they considered important for the
Swedish community in the city of Oberá. These walk-alongs included visits
to: the Swedish cemetery, the Swedish park, a monument to Sweden,
various churches, the Swedish school, the Nordic House, and various
‘chacras’ (estates on the land slots acquired during the pioneer settlement).

Fieldnotes and interview transcripts were coded thematically using a soft-
ware program. In the first round of analysis, relevant themes emerging from
the empirical material were identified. Among these themes were memories
about one’s own family and general memories of the community, as well as a
number of narrative plotlines (e.g. adventure stories and sacrifice stories).
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These themes were then arranged in relation to the memory of migration and
the history of settler colonialism. Subsequently, a form of political discourse
analysis (Laclau and Mouffe 1985) was applied, focusing on the relationship
of individual narratives and memories to larger societal processes (Gerber
2011). This analysis focuses on the way memory is interlaced with social
and political structures. It distinguishes between discourse, which is under-
stood as an overarching societal structure, and narrative that is seen as
genre-bound articulation of discourse, for example through a collective
account of memories.

The settler narrative

A certain narrative about the Swedish migrants and their settlement in Mis-
iones was presented by informants in the course of fieldwork. Although
the personal memories shared by interviewees are but one possible way of
remembering the past, their salience to those interviewed suggests that
they may be understood as part of the social memory of this particular com-
munity (Assman 2010). Specifically, I found this narrative to hinge upon three
elements or recurrent tropes: suffering, finding the soil and being first onsite.

The migrant experience: suffering

Noticeable in the interviews are many individual narratives that concentrate
on the route from Sweden, and through Brazil, before the migrants even-
tually established themselves in Misiones. These descriptions, varying
from very brief to more thorough accounts of the details and reasons ‘los
abuelos’ (the grandparents)2 had to leave their native country, are character-
ized by an understanding that the migrants had no other option than to
leave, due to political and social circumstances in Sweden at the time.
Some interviewees describe the journey across the sea as a troublesome
trip where many were lost. For example, Joaquin, a man born in the
1950s, found a diary written by his grandfather and discussed how in it
he described that ‘already on the ship children were dying, and they
buried – well actually they just threw them overboard’. Many stories
about the migration route also concentrate on Brazil and the many adver-
sities migrants faced there. Even those that were unsure of details about
the route from Sweden to Argentina knew that ‘los abuelos’ had suffered
enormous losses in Brazil. Ana, born in the 1940s, took us to the family
chacra where she had grown up. Her parents had settled as colonists in
the now semi-abandoned estate. Recalling the losses in Brazil, she stated:
‘You know it was really hard on them… they lost children and siblings…
My father, well in his family everyone was still alive, but on my mother’s
side, she lost her older sister’. It seemed that many interviewees spoke
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about the suffering in Brazil at different levels, sometimes referring to the
collective memory (the migrants suffered in Brazil), and at other times
emphasizing individual memories (how the suffering and hardships
affected interviewee’s family).

Descriptions of suffering during what became known as the ‘death
caravan’ through Brazil is a highly present part of the Swedish-Argentine
community’s history in Misiones. Linguist Gunvor Flodell, who studied the
Swedish spoken by migrants and their descendants in Misiones in the
1970s, suggests that various individual narratives about the migration
route and settlement construct a collective account or historical narrative
(2002, p. 32). Flodell notes that collective memories from the journey and
its difficulties turned into a collective narrative for the migrant generation,
something that is present in the life stories she collected in the 1970s
(2002, p. 77). Almost half a century later, interviewees seemed very prepared
to talk about this particular part of the community’s history, almost as if they
were expecting that it would be one of the main interests of an outsider. Con-
sequently, among older interviewees it seemed they had told the narrative so
many times to Swedish journalists and visitors that they followed a routinized
script from which it was hard to get them to deviate. The material analysed
here suggests that what Flodell found to be a collective narrative in bio-
graphic interviews in the 1970s has been maintained, and that it is constitu-
tive of the social memory that forms part of the Swedish community in
Misiones.

The suffering of the ‘death caravan’ in Brazil has also been lively depicted
by Swedish novelists, journalists and travellers who, since the first settlement
of Swedes in Misiones, have written about the colony and its history. Besides
the obvious impact of the traumatic events that migrants lived through in
Brazil, the salience of these painful events in interviews taking place a
century later is likely also affected by Swedish visitors’ interest in and ques-
tions about the hardships in Brazil. The territory in Argentina where migrants
eventually settled was disputed at the turn of the twentieth century; a border
zone populated in a period when Brazil was perceived as a threat to the
Argentine state and its territorial and industrial advancements. Hence, the
possible impact of Argentine historical nationalist discourse should also be
taken into consideration in the analysis of how the sufferings encountered
in Brazil are still heavily emphasized in the social memory of the Swedish
settlement in Misiones.

The prevalence of stories about the suffering experienced in Brazil in
the interviews suggests that this is an element of a larger narrative,
working not only to construct identities and positions, but also to legiti-
mize the settler’s future claim on the soil. The way this element of the
main narrative is shaped is consistent with migration narratives; it lacks
overt references to the colonial experience the migrants were a part of.
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It shows how suffering was an integral part of migration, which then also
characterized the settler colonial experience. However, solely analysing it
as such reproduces ideas about European immigration to the Americas
as an isolated phenomenon – or rather as a pioneer act of bravery –
that did not affect Indigenous Peoples or other groups already established
in the regions, who also suffered as a result of the settler colonial
endeavour.

Settling as colonists: finding the soil

Nearly every interviewee mentioned Bonpland, a settlement where Finnish
migrants, who had arrived through the port of Buenos Aires, established
themselves as colonists before the arrival of Swedish migrants (Flodell
2002, p. 61). Matías, a man born in the 1950s, took us for a stroll at the
Swedish cemetery in Oberá. Winding through the paths of the lush grave-
yard, we came upon the tombstone of his grandfather. Matías told us
about Bonpland: ‘They spent some years there, but they could not grow any-
thing there. They realized they couldn’t make progress there, and then
someone told them of a place called Yerbal Viejo.’ Like Matías, other intervie-
wees followed a similar narrative structure, they spoke of the impossibility of
life in Bonpland and how Yerbal Viejo was then encountered – parts of impor-
tant stages of the process to find good land. Yerbal Viejo was an area of pri-
meval rainforest that was opened for farming in 1908. In interviews, Yerbal
Viejo is described as a hidden place that opened up a new future for migrants.
Paula, a woman born in the 1950s who treasured her Swedish ancestry to the
extent that she had the chest brought over by her grandparents on display in
her living room, said that after ‘los abuelos’ arrived in Bonpland, the youngest
went ‘looking for new horizons’. They had been told the land had to be public
‘so that they could ask the government to give them the land. That’s how
they made it there, walking until they made it to what for them seemed
like an enchanted place’.

The search for good land is repeated in each of the individual narratives
about the past. The migrant’s exodus from the old country and suffering
during the journey finally resulted in finding a fertile haven – their own
‘enchanted place’. This is similar to how land inhabited by Indigenous
Peoples in Minnesota, U.S., was described as an ‘enchanted’ place of resi-
dence for Nordic migrants by Swedish author Fredrika Bremer who in the
1850s travelled the Mississippi river imagining a new Scandinavia in what
she perceived as ‘still Indian territory’ (Bremer 1950, pp. 149, 155; see also
Fur 2014). As Gahman has noted (2020, p. 41) about settler colonial endea-
vours from the seventeenth century onward, the access to land available
for settlement was not always an option in Europe. Even if they were not
sent by a European colonial power, Swedish migrants nonetheless set out
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with a dream of land. Upon arrival they were registered as farmers in Brazil,
indicating they sought to establish homesteads on land that the Brazilian
government made available (Retsö 2016). However, discontent with con-
ditions in southern Brazil, they did as many other migrants in the region at
the time – they crossed the border into Argentina where conditions were
more favourable and titled land was available at modest prices (Eidt 1971,
p. 92).

The land provided salvation for the migrants, so it is therefore not strange
that finding the right land is seen as a crucial detail in the narrative. Many
interviewees also discussed the hard labour required of migrants in order
to succeed as settlers. They had to adapt to a new ecosystem, requiring
them to learn from those who already lived there, as well as introducing tech-
niques to transform the landscape (cf. Elkins and Pedersen 2005). María
Fogeler, who in the early 2000s gathered testimonies for a master thesis
about the initial years of Swedish settlement, notes that in spite of the
struggles settlers encountered in Misiones, ‘their first link, the most
primary, concrete and lasting, was with the land. The land allowed them to
establish ownership and a reason to stay. It was something for which they
had to fight in varied ways for many years’ (2007, p. 163f, author’s translation).
This dedication to the land reflects a settler colonial practice, and also speaks
to the migrant condition of adapting to a new context and raising children at
any cost.

The incentive to settle on good land was not only motivated by the needs
of the migrants. It was also part of the Argentine drive to foster agricultural
colonization in the region, particularly through the plantations of yerba
mate that were emerging as a profitable industry. Anthropologist Leopoldo
Bartolomé has argued that the success in colonizing Misiones in the nine-
teenth century was due to three factors: (1) the political framework that
made access to land with small economic means possible, (2) low or no
deposits, and (3) the ‘green gold’ – yerba mate (1975, p. 247). Yerba mate,
Ilex paraguariensis in Latin, or Caá-Matí in Guaraní, is a tree that only grows
in northern Argentina, southern Brazil, Paraguay and parts of Uruguay,
where it is consumed as a caffeine-rich beverage. The history of yerba
mate and its importance for the settlers is mentioned in almost every inter-
view. The market for yerba mate was quickly expanding in the early twentieth
century and can be understood as instrumental in the drive to populate the
border zone of Misiones.

By enabling settlement on good land, Argentina’s macropolitical frame-
work offered an opportunity that transformed ‘los abuelos’ from migrants,
faced with destitution and loss, into pioneer settler colonists entitled to
land and a less precarious future. Their belonging in the new country was
conditioned by a settler colonial context that provided the land, yet required
struggle to adapt to and survive in a new place.
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Establishing settler society: terra nullius

Sprinkled throughout the narratives in the empirical material are details
about the Mbyá Guaraní and other groups who lived in the territory when
Swedish settlers first arrived. The Mbyá Guaraní were historically highly
mobile and had little contact with outsiders (vom Hau and Wilde 2010,
p. 1285). Although Mbyá still live in the region, their presence in the settler
society’s memories is marginal. Interviewees referred to them as ‘Indians’
when they spoke of past events, placing the Mbyá in the margins of their
main narratives. They figure as one among other details included in the nar-
ratives, but are never fully accounted for. In speaking about his grandfather’s
first years in Yerbal Viejo, Federico summarized: ‘He got a small plot of land
where he could grow some beans and corn and mandioca and things like
that. They built a shed like the Indians had and then he sent for his family
and they came after a while.’ Like Federico, other interviewees mentioned
the Mbyá in a similar manner, as if their presence was irrelevant to their nar-
ratives – details that do not fit the overall collective narrative of Swedish
settlement in the area.

Anna Johnston and Alan Lawston (2005) have argued that settler narra-
tives tend to be ordered in certain ways to suppress the eradication of
what was there before and enforce indigenization of the settler. They call
this a legitimizing narrative:

Settlers are colonizers in an ineluctable historical and continuing relationality to
indigenes and indigeneity. This necessitates the establishment of legitimizing
narratives that will: naturalize their place; resolve the double bind (or what
used to be called ambivalence); and explain (or explain away) their relation
to indigeneity. (2005, p. 365)

In this case, the element of finding good land does not exclude the presence
of Indigenous Peoples; rather it allows for them to play a restrained part in it.
As noted by other scholars (Hansen et al. 2017, p. 1923), even if the difference
was imagined and lived, many times settler colonists and Indigenous Peoples
lived in conditions that demanded cooperation. However, it is interesting to
note that in terms of social memory, it seems that this relationship seems to
have been forgotten over time. In earlier interviews with Swedish settlers, and
the first generation of children born in the area, there are frequent mentions
of Mbyá and recognition of the exchange that took place between settlers
and Mbyá.3 Interviewing elderly members of the community in the early
2000s, Fogeler notes (2007, p. 102) that a common element of their stories
is a reference to the presence of Indigenous Peoples.

As Fur has suggested in the U.S. context, the scholarly and discursive sep-
aration of indigenous dispossession and migrant settlement has led to a ‘det-
rimental’ separation that conceals ‘any understanding of the power
imbalance and the consequences of the process of massive transfer of land
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from American Indians to settlers’ while also disregarding ‘hybrid lives and
culture’ (2014, p. 57). Even if some interviewees mention Indigenous
People and other groups, others say there were no relations between set-
tlers and the native inhabitants at all. This suggests that the role of encoun-
ters, interaction, and possible hybrid cultural expressions have been lost in
the transformation of personal memories into social memory. Simul-
taneously, a re-signification of indigenous dispossessions and struggles
has taken place at both the national and global levels. Following the
global pattern of increased Indigenous mobilization from the 1990s
onward, Indigenous communities are slowly gaining increased visibility
and relevance as political actors in Argentina (vom Hau and Wilde 2010,
p. 1284). In 2010, the total population of Mbyá, spread across Argentina,
Paraguay and Brazil, was estimated at 20,000 people. According to the
census of 2004, 8,223 individuals self-identified as Mbyá Guaraní in Argen-
tina, the majority living in communities across Misiones (vom Hau and
Wilde 2010, p. 1290). With new constitutional rights, Mbyá communities
actively started to seek the formalization of land tenure in Misiones in the
early twenty-first century. They have done so by framing their claims
through the argument that they are the original inhabitants of the territory,
having occupied the land long before the Spanish conquest (vom Hau and
Wilde 2010, p. 1290).

In interviews, the land is emphasized as a crucial element in the narrative
of Swedish settlement in Misiones. However, no interviewee spoke about past
or present tensions and disputes regarding land rights. Rather, it is notable
how the previous inhabitants and users of the land are made invisible
through the narratives of suffering and hardships faced by migrants. These
are described in ways that resemble religious narratives about lost people
finding their promised land, focusing on arriving to and claiming the land
that was meant to provide their salvation. Anthropologist Donatella
Schmidt, who attended one of the first legal struggles for Mbyá land rights
in 1987, has described the underlying tension concerning land rights
obscured in this narrative (1991, p. 76). Surprised, she noted the anger
among those resistant to suggestions for a new land law that would acknowl-
edge Indigenous People’s rights in Misiones.

Populating conquered lands with European immigrants was not only a
military act. In nineteenth and twentieth century Argentina, Indigenous
Peoples were also violently othered through a discourse that described
them as an obstacle to the progress of capitalist agrarian economy (Gordillo
and Hirsch 2003). I suggest that the memory of Swedish migration to Mis-
iones and its colonial settlement draws on this discourse, and that the
main narrative of the community’s history is characterized by it. However,
while informed by colonial processes, this narrative is also one of human
experience that is both global and timeless –migration being a phenomenon
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found in various forms across space and time. In this particular case, the nar-
rative is dependent on the macropolitical conditions through which a settler
colonial logic conditions how the past and present are understood.

Interviewees describe the arrival of ‘los abuelos’ to a land imagined as
‘unused’ while simultaneously acknowledging the presence of people who
already lived in the area and who, to a certain extent, helped them settle
and adapt. This contradiction is only possible if discourse and state polities
create different legal, economic, and social positions for the indigene and
the settler (see Hansen et al. 2017, p. 1919). Even if present in the narrative,
it seems that the settler colonial discourse transforms the people who were
already living in the area into subjects without any legitimate claims on the
land, or peripheral details in the process of constructing a ‘modern’ pioneer
society. For example, Mario took me on a stroll through a park where the
Swedish community had recently held a celebration. Asked if there were
ever any exchanges between Swedish settlers and Indigenous Peoples,
Mario shrugged his head and said that there have not been any relations
beyond strict economic transactions. ‘You know when the immigrants
came, they already had the idea – or they knew – that the Guaraní was
lazy and was not fit to work’. Some interviewees describe the Mbyá in a simi-
larly derogatory way, echoing the settler colonial discourse of the past. Com-
ments made about their presence in the city and activities during public
festivities can be recognized as attitudes about the Mbyá in terms of self-gov-
ernance, for example an inability to take care of themselves or the land (vom
Hau and Wilde 2010).

The Indigenous Peoples of the region is thus present in individual nar-
ratives. However, not being seen as legitimate subjects or actors who
would or could lay claim to the land, they are constructed as subsidiary
characters in the main narrative. As literary scholar Kate Shanley suggests
(cited Fur 2014, p. 59), in the U.S. context Indigenous Peoples are a
‘present absence’ in the colonial imagination, and their imagined vanish-
ing also justifies the conquest of their lands. The Mbyá are present in
the construction of the settler society. However, neither the state nor
the Swedish settlers regarded them as legitimate subjects, capable of car-
rying capitalist agrarian expansion forward. The narrative juxtaposition of
the two elements of suffering and finding good land thus diverts attention
away from the presence of the communities who inhabited the land before
and during the arrival of the settlers. I argue that this narrative renders
invisible the disputed nature of the land, both at the time of its coloniza-
tion and in the present day. What might appear as a benign story about
the land as the fruit of the migrant struggles thus conceals the interlaced
nature of settler society with colonial power structures, obscuring Indigen-
ous claims and struggles for recognition in contemporary Argentine
society.
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Settler indigeneity: being first onsite

By 1913, Swedish migrants had settled and formed a colony in Yerbal Viejo,
‘Villa Svea’, named symbolically after the Swedish nation. A society was con-
structed with social and physical infrastructure including a school, roads, and
cultural associations (see Ingridsdotter 2020). In the years that followed,
migrants arrived from elsewhere in Europe – Poles, Ukrainians, Germans,
Swiss, English, Norwegians, Italians, and Spaniards, among others – settling
and forming new rural colonies throughout Misiones. Bartolomé has
described this process as a ‘family-based agricultural exploitation’ that
pushed the agricultural frontier further (1975, p. 246). Likewise, vom Hau
and Wilde have noted (2010, p. 1292), that in the twentieth century, Misiones
was characterized by the extension of small-scale colonist agriculture and the
slow regression of the rainforest in favour of yerba mate production.

After the initial settlement period, Argentineans born in the country to
parents of European origin – so-called ‘Criollos’ – came to settle as well.
Not easily recruited to the territory before, interest among Criollos increased
with the emerging opportunities made possible through the initial settle-
ment of the province (Eidt 1971, p. 9). With the arrival of Criollos, disputes
about the land and Swedish settlers’ rights to inhabit certain plots developed.
A writer of local history in the community (Wickström 1989, p 71ff) notes that
Criollo settlers who wished to invest in land questioned the rights foreigners
had to claim land in a national border zone. Some European settlers, among
them a few Swedish settlers, were evicted from their land or forced to sell at
low prices as a result (see also Fogeler 2007). With these changes also came
the decision to establish a town in the area where Swedish migrants had
settled. The exact location of the town to be constructed was debated, result-
ing in conflicts between settlers. It was eventually decided that the new town
would be constructed at a distance from Villa Svea, which then came to be
located at the outskirts of the new city.

In 1928, the new city was inaugurated as Oberá – a name whose meaning
is connected to the Mbyá language. Then, as well as during fieldwork, the
meaning of this name was communicated in a rather mythical way. On the
webpage for the current local government, for example, one could read
two different explanations for the name. On the one hand, it was claimed
that it is Guaraní for ‘the resplendent’ and that it reflects the strengths of
the town’s inhabitants. On the other hand, it was also stated that the name
could be associated with ‘Overa’ which, according to the webpage, was a
Mbyá Guaraní chief who converted to Christianity. As has been noted else-
where, the relation to Indigenous Peoples and languages in settler contexts
can be used to enhance the indigenization of settlers. For example,
drawing on her study of Swedish immigrant letters, Jennifer Eastman Atteb-
ery (2007) argues that the Swedes settling in the ‘far West’ could constitute
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themselves as natives and claim to be indigenous Westerners through associ-
ation with local Indigenous Peoples. This can clearly be seen in the way the
naming of the city of Oberá is described.

This displayed connection with the Indigenous community can also be
observed at the so-called Swedish park in Oberá, where a statue with the
face of a Swedish man has been merged with the face of a Mbyá man.
Matías, who guided us, noted that the statue had been made for the celebra-
tion of the 50th anniversary of the Swedish settlement. ‘It’s like, the artist who
made it explained that it is like a mutation, a mutation from the Indigenous to
the Caucasian – or to the Nordic, right’. In this very material way, the celebra-
tion of the Swedish settlement draws on indigeneity, mixing the Indigenous
man and the Swedish man into a gendered symbol for the settler community,
at a site that is crucial for the history of the Swedish community of Misiones.
As Assman notes, social memory cannot transcend its embodied form, but is
dependent upon human interaction. In order for social memory to gain the
contingent permanence of a more hegemonic discourse, what Assman calls
political memory, it needs to be mediated through for example material rep-
resentations, like is the case with the statue discussed here (2010, p. 42). This
statue, hence, is an example of the Swedish descendants’ social memory
having transformed into a political memory – an institutionalized manner
of remembering the history of the community in relation to the indigene
past.

When speaking of the history of the city interviewees tended to emphasize
that Swedes were indeed first at site and that their community had played an
important role in the founding of the city. Many described the advent of the
city through the Swedish settlement. For example, Katrin, born in 1945,
answered what it meant for her to be of Swedish descent: ‘We have the pri-
vilege to be the first colonists of Oberá. Because the Swedes were the firsts to
arrive to Oberá. Indeed, that really identifies us a lot’. The community’s under-
standing of what it meant to be of Swedish ancestry in present-day Oberá
seemed inseparable from the notion that Swedes were the actual founders
of Oberá as it is constituted today. Illustratively, interviewees often men-
tioned that the first national school in the region, known as the Swedish
school, was inaugurated in 1918 – emphasizing that this was 10 years
before the city was officially founded in 1928. The land conflicts with Criollos
in the 1920s might be long gone, but it remained nonetheless important to
accentuate that Swedes were the first to settle in the area, transforming ‘los
abuelos’ into a continuation and evolution of already present Indigenous
communities – their role in founding the first city tying them to the soil, all
legitimating their perceived right to the land. Through this same logic, the
narrative also places Swedes as an important ethnic community within the
broader settler society of the area. Alongside these legitimizing claims and
social positioning, this also creates a social memory where the colonist
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becomes a cherished citizen – a pioneer – by obscuring the fact that that they
were not, in fact, the first on site at all. I the next section I will argue that this
third element of the main narrative – the construction of a ‘being first onsite’
– holds bearing, not only for Swedish settlers’ relations to Indigenous com-
munities, but also for the local community, and in extension the nation-
state. In this case, the main narrative about the Swedish settlement in Mis-
iones should not only be read as legitimizing indigenous dispossession, but
also as an articulation of local power struggles during the last century, con-
ditioned by macropolitical processes related to the Argentine state and dis-
putes over nationhood.

Migrants, settler colonists and the nation state

The settler society of the early twentieth century consisted of various national
and ethnic groups, with numerous languages spoken in the area. Over time
however, the Argentine state took a more active role in local society, and the
place transformed from a rural colony into a city with a professional class of
white-collar workers (Fogeler 2007). In the present day, Oberá is home to a
multitude of communities whose positions are embedded in a range of
social relations and power structures. As Matías reflected in terms of his
own identity:

For me it’s a pride to say that I am a Swedish descendant and also that I am the
grandchild of one of the pioneers, right? And the way that Oberá has grown in
importance over the years gives more value to the deeds of those people, right?
With all the limitations, the sacrifice they made to be able to come here and to
settle here.

Like Matías, many interviewees relate the first Swedish settlers with the
development of Oberá and with their own position in society, particularly
those who were related to the celebrated first pioneer families. In this
way, the memory of the first Swedish settlers is inseparable from their
understanding of the town’s development, making the settler narrative
one of exceptionalism and progress (see Fur 2014, p. 57). Furthermore, inter-
viewees tended to relate the many struggles and sacrifices of ‘los abuelos’
with a notion of ‘it all being worthwhile’. Ana, born in the 1940s reflected
on what her life could have been like had her grandparents not made it
to Misiones:

I would not be me, not at all, I would not be me, because my grandparents,
all four of them, they were persons who suffered in their life, they suffered
so much, the loss of close family, of their parents that they could not see
again.

The suffering of Ana’s grandparents was directly connected to the life she
enjoyed in Misiones. This way of making sense out of past struggles is
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consistent with a tradition of migrant narratives where the sufferings of the
first generation are expected to bear fruit.

In a similar manner, other interviewees also connected these crucial
elements of the main narrative – suffering, finding the land, and being first
in place –with the nation of Argentina and its imagined symbolic community
of European descendants. Some stated that the first generation of settlers
had constantly expressed their love for and gratitude to Argentina. As a par-
allel, Orm Øverland has written about the existence of a ‘homemaking myth’
among European migrants in the U.S. He notes that many groups have stories
where they are represented as the founders of the society they live in, and
that they ‘fought harder and sacrificed more for American freedom and inde-
pendence than any others’, thereby becoming ‘the foremost bearer of tra-
ditional American values’ (cited Fur 2014, p. 66). Gunlög Fur regards this
homemaking myth as ‘typical of the immigrant condition’ (2014, p. 66).

Likewise, the main narrative analysed here – wherein the descendants of
Swedish settlers call upon the suffering of their ancestors, their salvation
through the land, and the hardships, hard labour and sacrifices they
endured – seemed not only to legitimate them as settlers but, crucially, as
Argentinean. Because of this, I suggest that the hardships of the Swedish
migrants and their position as the first settlers of Oberá become important
not only for the construction of the local settler community, but also for
the construction of the nation more broadly. During the visit to the ‘chacra’
where her parents had settled, Ana showed me an honorary diploma
awarded by the Interior Office to her mother. It declared that the state recog-
nized her mother’s:

merit for having given more than fifty years of her life, her labour and her
affection to the Republic of Argentina. For having travelled from her far away
patria, more than half a century ago, with faith in this land, and for having
settled here and constituting its grandeur. (author’s translation)

Ana wanted to show me the diploma because her mother’s sacrifices had
meant a great deal, not only for her, but perhaps also because this piece of
paper showed that ‘los abuelos’ efforts to make their new homeland and
town thrive were also recognized by the state. I suggest that this can also
be seen as a form of ‘top-down’ recognition of the Swedish community’s
social memory, transforming the memory of the sacrifices of ‘los abuelos’
into a more institutionalized political memory (Assman 2010, p. 42).

Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval-Davis argue (1995, p. 19) that the myth of
common origin that characterizes nationalist ideology cannot be applied to
settler societies and the way nationalist rhetoric of settler states are
formed. Rather, in settler societies a myth for ‘common destiny’ – such as
Ana’s grandmother’s contribution to the grandeur of her new patria – oper-
ates in its place. They suggest that implicit in the concept of ‘common
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destiny’ is an idea about the future, rather than the past. This idea ‘accounts
for the subjective sense of commitment of people to ethnic collectivities and
nations, in settler societies or in post-colonial states, in which there is no one
overriding shared myth of common origin’ (Stasiulius and Yuval-Davis 1995,
p. 19). ‘Los abuelos’ left Sweden in hope of a better future in Brazil. Eventually
settling in Misiones, they became part of a settler colonial mission, inscribed
into a national logic of belonging whereby the future mattered more than
any common origin of the many ethnic groups, mainly white, who were
desired to populate the new nation. In this way, speaking with pride about
their Swedish descent, and the important role this specific settler community
played for local development, transforms the present thriving city of Oberá
into both the fruit of the suffering and labour of its Swedish settlers and
the fruit of the nation’s settler colonial conquest of land. As in the case of
Ana’s mother, Swedish settlers were inscribed into the common destiny of
their new nation through their integration into Argentina’s internal coloniz-
ing mission.

Hence, in this particular case, the memory of Swedish settlement in Mis-
iones should not only be understood as informing a legitimizing narrative
in relation to indigenous dispossession, but also as an articulation of local
power struggles during the last century, and by extension the emergence
of the Argentine state and nationhood.

Conclusion

In this article I have shown how collective and individual narratives of
Swedish descendants in Misiones are embedded in a macropolitical frame-
work of settler colonialism. I have argued that a particular local narrative is
formed which relies upon certain elements crucial to the perceived legitimacy
of settler colonial societies. The analysis shows how cultural processes and
the realities of local and national power structures manifest the histories
and long-term effects of colonialism. I argue that the social memory
formed in the Swedish community in Misiones is partly informed by a
settler colonial discourse that draws on nineteenth century ideas about
race, national belonging, and identity. Even if the migrants that settled in Mis-
iones did not necessarily enter into conflict with or hold animosity towards
Indigenous Peoples, the way their descendants narrate their history echoes
discourses that at the time of settlement legitimized ‘the physical – and dis-
cursive – extermination of native populations’ (Dunstan and Peñaloza 2017,
p. 607). This collective narrative obscures disputes over land and the rights
by which one can claim it.

However, while the structure of the main narrative is intrinsic to settler
colonial formation, it must also be analysed as part of a migration narrative.
Migration and settler colonialism are closely related phenomena and often
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inseparable from processes of indigenous dispossession. The main narrative
analysed here is intrinsically embedded in specific cultural processes that
derive from the particular settler colonial society that arose in Misiones. Inter-
viewees are all situated in a specific local context from which they articulate a
narrative that works to simultaneously create and legitimatize settler colonial
history, while also processing migrant experiences. ‘Los abuelos’ arrived and
dispersed through Brazil. From the outset of their journey from Sweden, they
were homeless until the land in Misiones was made available to them. In this
way, their journey transformed them from migrants into settler colonists (see
Hansen et al. 2017, p. 1919). Interviewees spoke about the way historical
events unfolded and how the lives of ‘los abuelos’ were shaped by the con-
ditions made available for them. The settler colonial structure thus becomes
an inherent part of the Swedish community through the way it shapes the
narrative of the community’s history and informs the social memory main-
tained by descendants.

This is a global phenomenon informed by ideas of race, territorial expan-
sion, nation-building, and agricultural capitalist extension, yet specifically
local in its character. ‘Los abuelos’ were migrants who became settler colo-
nists and from that position they subsequently became citizens in a nation
that desired to imagine itself as a European enclave populated by migrants
(Grimson 2013, p. 31). Through commemoration of this idea of the nation
and its past, the social memory of Swedish descendants in Oberá also trans-
forms into a political memory, manifested in material monuments such as
statues and honorary diplomas which legitimize the founding acts of
sacrifice and suffering on the part of the community’s Swedish settlers.

Notes

1. The majority arrived in the periods 1890–1891 and 1910–1911, and were regis-
tered as farmers seeking to settle in southern Brazil (Retsö 2016). The number of
Swedish immigrants to Brazil varies in emigration and immigration figures. This
discrepancy and the different statistical sources have been discussed by Dag
Retsö (2016).

2. A term of affection used by informants to refer to the first generation of settlers.
3. Fogeler notes that, over all, cooperation is mentioned in regards of work done

in the forest, house construction with local material, advice about local settings,
how to use its resources and eatable flora and fauna. Interviewees also mention
transaction such as colonist buying yerba from Mbyá (Fogeler 2007, p. 100ff).
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