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			Félix Luna (Buenos Aires, September 30, 1925 - ­November 5, 2009) was a prominent historian and journalist, and his work includes a number of books dealing with most transcendent periods and ps of Argentine history. He founded the history monthly Todo es Historia in 1967 and continued to direct the publication until his death. Among his most important books are Yrigoyen (1954), Alvear (1958), Los caudillos (1966), El 45 (1969), Ortiz (1978), Conflictos y armonías en la historia argentina (1980), Perón y su tiempo (a trilogy published between 1984 and 1986) y Soy Roca (1989)

		


		
			FOREWORD TO THIS NEW EDITION

			Félix Luna occupies a place that is just as singular as it is ­essential for those of us who are committed to the ­knowledge and spread of history. He wrote several remarkable books, among which I have chosen two that are, in my opinion, outstanding: El 45 and Ortiz. He also promoted a fundamental ­undertaking, Todo es Historia, significant in attracting fresh readers and encouraging new researchers, who enjoyed the opportunity to rub shoulders in this monthly publication with the most outstanding historians of the moment.

			This delightful book, first published in 1993, is the slightly edited version of the sixteen lectures of a course Luna had just taught, and the traces of orality are part of its appeal. It shows two of his singular facets. The first is the ability to create an ­intelligent synthesis of four centuries of Argentine history, which is an extremely difficult task for the specialized historian. The second is the skill for presenting the result in a way that attracts and captivates his readers.

			By observing the approach and style, two parts and a pause are clearly perceived: the Sáenz Peña Law of 1912. The first four centuries are treated by combining different aspects: economic, social and cultural, institutional and political. The ­vision is predominantly panoramic and explanatory. Thirty years have elapsed since its appearance, and an attentive reading of the historical bibliography is noticeable —particularly Tulio ­Halperin Donghi’s ­approaches. 

			In the case of the 20th century, the approach ­emphasizes the political aspect, and combines the general view with a detailed exposition of the first three military coups of the century —1930, 1943 and 1955— each one of them fateful, for ­different reasons. Also noticeable is his personal involvement —symbolic in the first decades and effective since 1945—, his UCR Party identity —which in the books of his youth he poured into the biographies of Yrigoyen and Alvear. At the same time, there is a marked concern for taking distance, ­recognizing the limits of his opinions and combining them with detached historical judgments.

			The chapter on modern Argentina between 1880 and 1910 does not stray from what was then the canon. The “Generation of the Eighties and its project” is a well-articulated and rationally carried out development plan, whose result was the formation of the State and of the Nation. This, together with a spectacular demographic and economic growth, remained as an ideal ­parameter. Luna distances himself from the criticisms of the nationalist historical revisionism with which, however, he has some affinity, very typical of the Yrigoyenistas. In the last decades, driven by the kirchnerist narrative, revisionism was installed at the base of the historical common sense. Curiously, it coincides with a new common sense, which is being shaped precisely at this moment.

			The chapter on the radical governments focuses on the p of Yrigoyen, his problems, his achievements and his questioning of his detractors at that time. Curiously, he hardly deals with Alvear’s presidency —which he had already ­studied in a very critical biography of this central ­p. This is ­something striking, particularly when the latest trends of opinion (or rather, the penultimate ones) coincide in ­declaring that Alvear’s was one of the best presidencies, if not the best.

			The chapter on the “infamous decade” has one curious ­aspect: it begins by stating that electoral fraud corrupted every­thing, and that nothing good happened in those years. Then the writer analyzes the changes in economic policy, including the reforms of Pinedo and Prebisch, industrial growth, internal migrations, and social and cultural changes, in a more objective way. He concludes by stating, with less emphasis but more reflection, that it was a positive period. I would like to remind the reader that these are lectures and that the author did not correct them, to ensure that they kept their fresh quali­ties, and revealed —as a case in point— the diversity of possible points of view. As Luna had stated during the course, this variety of voices is one of the principles that characterize the relationship between man and his past. 

			I will only say that the chapter on Peronism is excellent, for its balance, for its breadth of analysis, for the fascinating combination of the profound and the anecdotal. Nothing else could be expected from the author of an imposing work on Peronism, and from someone who in those years was a student activist, who was imprisoned and tortured, as he himself was able to tell Perón years later.

			Finally, the chapter on the years of the Liberating Revolu­tion, which is today referred to as “self-proclaimed ­Liberating Revolution” in the politically correct manner —a childish change in my opinion— is very interesting. There is a tension between those who remember that they had favored the overthrow of Perón by the military at the time, but four decades later, in view of all the subsequent weak democratic attempts, proclaimed it a disastrous event. Between both extremes, the historian Félix Luna makes a thorough and illuminating assessment of the Liberating Revolution and its effects on Argentine political life.

			The interesting tensions are a manifestation of a common characteristic of those pompously known as “public historians”. In simpler terms, it describes those who are engaged in one of the multiple tasks that responsible citizens need to assume regarding the future of their country, in addition to their own professional activities. Inevitably, this places tension, on the one hand, on the demand for a detached comprehension and for the recognition that in a conflict, each party has its own reasons (and is occasionally right) and on the other hand, on public action that is necessarily militant. I would say that the main thing that a historian should learn is to recognize that conflict exists and to do the best to make it explicit and to control it, in the knowledge that one way or another, it will be there.

			This is one of the many things we can see in this delightful book, written by a historian who was a public man in many ways. Given that situation, the way in which Luna moves across territories that are in the initial stage of zealous control and censorship by public opinion with a penchant for correctness, is wonderfully refreshing. It is also exhilarating to read that someone speaks of “Indians” as if it were the most natural thing and, just as plainly, dedicates a line to the extermination during the Desert Campaign in his careful exposition of Roca’s career towards the presidency. As the historian would point out later, such was one of the conditions for the remarkable agricultural and livestock growth. Those were different times, and perhaps another level of intellectuals…

			Luna closes his book by identifying some constants he found in Argentine history. Written in 1992, they express a certain common sense, characteristic of that period, but which is currently under discussion. Argentina, he points out, has a federal and democratic vocation. The former can be ­appreciated from the very moment the country emerges from the old viceroyalty, whose differences were attenuated by the common dependence on the metropolis. Argentina was born with its provinces and ­inequalities, and the greatest of these was due to the preeminence of Buenos Aires and its port, which led to a centralization and absorption of wealth and resources that deepened the differences and made the provinces dependent on the central state. This is one of the topics of the current po­litical discussion.

			On the other hand, Argentina was a nation with a strong social-democratic spirit, a “naides es más que naides” (“no one is better than anyone else”) which was especially appreciated in comparison with other Latin American countries. This social democracy, understood as Tocqueville had proposed it for the United States, led via a long process to the political democracy that matured in 1912 with the Sáenz Peña Law. Equality, Luna tells us, must be understood as equality of opportunities, which allows the talented to develop and progress. The inequalities that this generates must be attenuated by a State imbued with ideas that, in a certain sense, are summarized in the expression “social justice”. This intervention, with its characteristics and benefits, is today precisely at the center of discussions. 

			Luna also explains his ideas about the evolution of the his­torical process. Continuity and change are two parts, two moments of a single historical process, consisting of conflicts and harmonies. Conflict is what drives change in societies, what overcomes conformity. In the Argentine experience, Luna finds that conflicts, which polarize society and opinions, are tempered by a general tendency towards plurality and dialogue, manifested in the value of agreements and negotiations, as seen in the role played at the time by Roca, Sáenz Peña and Ortiz. Agreements have a limit, and at a certain moment the impulse for change arises, somehow revolutionary and usually with a foundational spirit, exemplified by two names: Yrigoyen and Perón.

			Finally, conflicts and harmonies converge in the ­progress of the country, with the contribution, conscious or not, of ­everyone. This is a progressive teleology that I and many ­others have shared with Luna and that, once again, is being questioned today.

			I add a point not mentioned by Luna, which characterizes his way of looking at history: the ability to build comprehensive syntheses. It is an intellectual capacity that not everyone has, which allows him to go beyond the exposition of facts and partial processes, to integrate them into a simple yet complex explanation at the same time. Luna belongs to that level of historians who naturally arrive at synthesis. It is not that there is a shortage of synthesis; on the contrary, it is the favorite sport of those who know something about the subject —what it was necessary to explain, for example, when Argentina was “screwed up”— but not enough to perceive that such a poorly formulated question leads to nothing important.

			Together with the synthesis, I emphasize Luna’s tendency to understand —as Bloch said— before judging and, through understanding, to seek a clear, open, rigorously non-­dogmatic way of explaining. The reader will find in this short book, among other examples, a compilation of the “Carta de la Ha­cienda de Figueroa” written by Rosas in 1835, with the Bases that Alberdi wrote in 1852 as a contribution to the constituents. Each one had good reasons, ­issuing from his ­perspective at the time, to think so differently.

			For public historians, or more simply for those who are actively interested in politics, understanding clashes at some point with the need to adjust political action to values. This does not hinder Luna: it simply makes the situation explicit and, better still, explains to us when and why he changed his point of view.

			LUIS ALBERTO ROMERO

			2024

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			Reader, friend

			This book is written in the colloquial tone of my lectures and conferences. I preferred to do it this way so that those who might read the book could imagine that I was talking with them face to face, as I would truly like it to be. Because of this, you will have to make an effort to imagine my voice, my inflections, and my gestures; you will also have to pardon the reiterations that inevitably occur when one expounds verbally. And you may even, if you wish, reconstruct a laugh here and there or a murmuring in the audience… For this, in short, is narrated, recounted, spoken history.

			It is possible that the attempt to summarize the course of four Argentine centuries in fifteen chapters is too ambitious. But we already know that history is infinite: just as one can delve indefinitely into it, so, too, can one synthesize it, extracting fundamental tendencies from the past in order to show them in their enormous contrasts.

			In this book there are not many names, nor many dates; neither do battles, pacts, or political incidents abound. It is more about describing how our country began to be formed, since its founding substructures and on through the great phases of its formation. The purpose, the same that has animated the majority of my work, is to make our past known. Rather than being a detailed history, it is an exposition of the fundamental tendencies that Argentine society and institutions articulate. Rather than an erudite piece, it is a talk without pretensions, in order to clear up some doubts and to establish certain periods. A revision or, if you will, an introduction to the incredibly vast and fascinating territory of our history.

			F.L.

		


		
			MAKING HISTORY

			THIS WORK TRIES TO ENCOMPASS different situations that in the analysis of a given historic moment seem significant to us, and which, in addition, will allow some light to be thrown on the present; for history, in the last resort, is useful to better understand the country of today. Should this not be the case, it becomes mere entertainment.

			In the course of these pages we shall try to answer certain questions that the community at times poses; the same ones that we, individually, ask ourselves at some point in our lives: What are we, why are we here, what is happening to us, why are we like this and not like others? Obviously, history does not answer all of these questions; it does not even answer them exhaustively, as it cannot give infallible answers. But without a doubt it helps us to feel that we are standing more securely on our roots, on our reality. For this reason, throughout these chapters we shall try to select significant events, trusting that we are casting light on the appropriate historical moments. And because it involves selecting, it is fitting that we make a brief methodological introduction.

			When I say “I am selecting,” it is because I am using that fascinating power that the historian has upon asserting: “History is as I tell it.” Which is to say that I make use of that ­faculty which he who makes history has in order to ­establish that certain events are relevant and others are not. Perfect ­history would be that which might speak about life, about events, about problems of all of humanity during all eras. ­Naturally this is impossible; not even were we to limit ourselves to a specific era could we accomplish this. The historian, then, finds himself of necessity forced to select and discard events as they may or may not be useful to him. His choice is relative and also arbitrary, because it always depends on an ideology, on a table of values, and on a way of regarding the past, all of which lead some to think that certain events are relevant and others, by contrast, disposable.

			Nevertheless, these limitations are precisely that which makes history enthralling. It is never exclusive; it is never one version that must establish itself discarding the others. There is always another possibility; there is always another point of view; there is always another way of looking at the past in a ­different manner, and consequently, of extracting other ­teachings, other fruit.

			Another element of judgment to keep in mind is the idea of continuity. History is made through diverse factors —this we already know—, and there are moments in which it seems to speed up. Generally, when this occurs and historical events begin to gallop, it is because confrontations —ideological or other­wise— have occurred. We could say that these clashes form the preferred raw material of historians, above all, the younger ones. It always proves to be exciting to describe a confrontation between two personalities, two ideologies, or two forces, which at a given moment wage battles where one triumphs and the other does not and where, perhaps, the vanquished force amalgamates with the vanquishing one. It is really a very wonderful spectacle, but underneath these great confrontations, which at times are not as harsh as they appear, are the continuities, those processes through which, in a silent way, generally peaceful, the material that forms the plot of history begins to be woven.

			Let us take as an example the p of Juan Perón. It can be said that, at a given moment, his p signified a rupture against the established order. And along with Perón, certainly, other values, another language, other personalities have prevailed in Argentine politics. But this same Perón, who arrived with a new language, also took a series of elements from the past, such as for example, the economic plan of Miguel Miranda, of 1947, which contained various elements from that of Pinedo, established in 1940 by a conservative regime. It is fitting to bear in mind that the historian takes a situation and reflects on it, but that between this situation and another there may have begun to occur changes —perhaps anonymous, perhaps imperceptible—, which shape an infinite amount of historical processes and define them in the course of time.

		


		
			CHAPTER I

			HUMBLE ORIGINS 

			[image: ]

			TO BEGIN WITH OUR TOPIC, it may be useful for us to consider a historical moment of great importance for what would later be Argentina, one which, at that time, also influenced what today we call the Southern Cone of America: the founding of the city of Buenos Aires in 1580. We are assuming as common knowledge that America was discovered in 1492; that the River Plate and the Paraná River were navigated for the first time in 1517; that in 1536 the settlement of Mendoza was founded (it lasted but a few years).

			We also know that in the following decades a wave of colonization originating from Perú and Alto Perú [Upper Peru] began to populate what is now the northern and central regions of Argentina, while another, with its point of origin in Chile, was in the process of founding San Juan, Mendoza, and San Luis; a third, issuing from Asunción, had already ­founded ­Santa Fe and Corrientes. We find ourselves, then, on the eve of the decade of 1580, an important period for Argentina that ­culminates when Juan de Garay founds the city of Buenos ­Aires.

			Buenos Aires, the gateway

			What meaning does all this have? In the first place, let us keep in mind that when the Spaniards began to settle —we cannot say “conquest” because there were practically no wars of conquest in this first stage—, they had a very indefinite idea of the geography of this part of America. The immense plains, at times interrupted by mountain ranges (which, with the exception of the Andes, were not ominously ­inexpugnable), and the enormous rivers that came from the heart of ­America and flowed into the River Plate and then the Atlantic, ­exhibited an ungraspable geography, difficult to establish on the basis of reference points. So much so, that until well into the 18th century, in order to traverse the pampa, one had to take a compass along, for it was virtually impossible by sight alone to get one’s bearings. But the Spaniards were good cosmographers and geographers and, above all, they had a sure-fire intuition that was proven true as they got to know the territory better.

			On the eve of the foundation of Buenos Aires there already existed three cities. They were, in reality, very poor settlements, and temporary; but already back then they showed a natural calling to become cities, with all the bureaucratic red tape inherent in the Spanish way of functioning and all the hunger for governing and power that characterized the Spanish captains. These three cities were Córdoba de la Nueva Andalucía (­founded in 1573), Santiago del Estero (1554), and Tucumán (1565).

			If one looks at them on the map, they are three small points in the mediterranean interior of Argentina, facing northward or southward like post stations on a highway that led out from Alto Perú and, basically, from Potosí, a place that had already won the reputation of being the richest in America. It was the hill from which silver was extracted and it had generated great wealth within very few years, aside from creating a major center of consumption with significant purchasing power that needed goods to maintain the lifestyle to which not only the newly wealthy miners but all the people that profitted from the mining industry aspired.

			The Spanish settlers, as we said, were good cosmographers and had good geographic intuition. An oidor of the Tribunal of Charcas, don Juan de Matienzo —oidores were like today’s councilmen, members of a collegiate tribunal of the second instance; all of this land was judicially dependent upon the Tribunal of Charcas—, said in 1566 that it was necessary to open “a gateway to land”; that is, to provide a way out to the Atlantic, for the enormous extension that, from Potosí southward, already had post stations in Tucumán, Santiago del Estero and Córdoba. Matienzo postulated (from the solitude of his desk in the Tribunal, without ever having left there, but well informed by the people who had been in these regions) that it was essential to establish another settlement, more or less in the same place where don Pedro de Mendoza had founded the first Buenos Aires.

			This is the primitive meaning of the foundation that Juan de Garay, sent by the last governor-commander of the ­River Plate, carried out: the idea of creating a gateway to land; the idea of opening comfortably and amply the entire route that that ultimately emptied into Alto Perú and into the city of ­Potosí.

			Thus Buenos Aires was born in 1580 with several rather curious characteristics. The foundation, which at the time seemed to be transcendental, had little repercussion; what’s more, over time one notes that Buenos Aires was to become, as one royal bookkeeper said only a few years later, “the poorest city of the West Indies.” Within the Spanish empire, where the idea that wealth consisted of gold above all, and silver prevailed, Buenos Aires lacked both and was a small settlement where prior to 1610 there were, in the best of cases, some 500 inhabitants —if that—, shipwrecked in an immense double sea: that of the pampa (from where they were not inclined to leave, unfamiliar with practically all but the very bordering towns of the city) and that of the River Plate, which from there feeds into the Atlantic Ocean. Such was the sad situation of the proto-porteños, who depended on the arrival of registered ships to survive.

			Having reached this point, it would be useful to give a brief description of what the Spanish commercial system was in those times. The Spaniards, due to fear of pirates and corsairs, established in the mid sixteenth century a system that consisted of sending two convoys (that is to say, expeditions), escorted by warships, that comprised thirty, forty, and even fifty units, which would leave two times a year from Spain and would return from there with the same interval.

			They had a very precise itinerary; in general they ­travelled from Cádiz to the isthmus of Panama. They unloaded their merchandise in Portobello, carried it by mule through the ­isthmus until the city of Panama; they reached the Pacific, transported it once again on yet other ships and then, after passing Guayaquil, disembarked at the port of Callao, a short distance from Lima. There the merchandise was unloaded again, loaded onto mules, and distributed to diverse points of Perú and Alto Perú.

			It was an extremely long route, and consequently, the value of the sale of the merchandise was very high: factored into the cost were the expenses of the trip. This, however, was the only system that Spain had found to defend itself against the attacks of the corsairs, most of all the English ones: by not allowing unaccompanied ships to transport merchandise, but rather dispatching it in convoys from port to port by way of the North Atlantic.

			The elected system also indicated that Spain didn’t have any point other than those privileged ports of Cuba and the isthmus of Panama in mind. For this reason, Buenos Aires as a port was totally marginalized and received only those so-called registered ships, specially authorized on the order of one per year, or one every two years. There were even lustra during which no registered ship arrived from Spain.

			The porteños of that era suffered necessities. They didn’t have any of the items they needed to survive and they couldn’t manufacture them in a city and in a landscape such as that of Buenos Aires, where the type of production that could be ­carried out was very limited. They as yet had neither the custom nor the technique to explore the resources that the enormous pampa offered them and at whose edge they were located. Thus it was that the inhabitants of Buenos Aires began to make a living from contraband. It was the only form of survival.

			Mocking the law

			Contraband came in from Brazil above all. It happened that (just when Buenos Aires was founded) Felipe II, because of a rather complicated dynastic problem, annexed the Portuguese Crown to the Spanish and became the king of Portugal, as well, though the two Crowns remained separate. The Portuguese took advantage of the benefits of this type of double citizenship and tried to trade with Buenos Aires. This exchange, nevertheless, was illegal, because it didn’t consist of authorized, registered ships but rather of ships that, loaded with the merchandise that Buenos Aires needed desperately, entered any point in the enormous coast of the River Plate or the Paraná. 

			In time, in ten or fiteen years, an organization was formed that made its livelihood from contraband, but Buenos Aires continued to be a very poor city, practically wretched; the extremes of poverty in which one lived are legendary. The exception was the small group of people tied to contraband. There are some very entertaining stories, such as what Raúl Molina has recounted regarding the ostentatious form of life of the few who had billiard tables, concubines, and wealth that contrasted with the destitution of the rest of the inhabitants of the city.

			In spite of the fact that a few governors, such as Hernan­darias, tried to fight contraband, the force of necessity was so great, that porteños acquired the habit of mocking the law: they knew that in this way they could live under much better conditions, because the law was absurd as far as the interests of Buenos Aires were concerned.

			In any case, each community, at some point, begins to find its raison d’être from an economic standpoint, what the meaning of its existence is, and what it is best suited for. Already, during the first years of the next century, the 19th century, there had been founded (besides Córdoba, Santiago del Estero, and Tucumán) Santa Fe and Corrientes, which formed the river route Asunción-Corrientes-Santa Fe-Buenos Aires. The land route, on the other hand, was Buenos Aires-Santa Fe-Córdoba-Santiago del Estero-Tucumán-Salta-Jujuy; as cities or marginal jurisdictions, La Rioja and Catamarca remained, while the province of Cuyo depended politically on the General Captaincy of Santiago de Chile.

			With the passage of time, then, there formed a populational structure and with it, a certain differentiation, as well, in terms of work. Each jurisdiction slowly began to specialize, according to its climate and land, in a particular type of production. 

			There is a letter in the Archive of the West Indies known to be addressed to the king from a neighbor of La Rioja. (A nice aspect of the West Indies’ organization was that a subject could address the king directly by letter, with a salutation that simply said “Sir:” and continued with requests, denunciations, or reports). This letter is anonymous and it says why the writer fears that, because of the accusations set forth, he could be killed.

			This unidentified neighbor of the city of La Rioja demands, in 1680, that every city of Tucumán and of the government of Buenos Aires have its own activity and be prohibited from carrying out any other in order to avoid competition between jurisdictions. For example, Buenos Aires should concern itself with mules, clothing, and furniture. La Rioja, should only produce wine and brandy; Catamarca, woven goods; Santiago del Estero, woven goods and mules; Córdoba, clothing; and so on. This outline of the interprovincial division of labor is evidently based on the existence of a productive differentiation in the activity of each region.

			In this context, what is Buenos Aires to be engaged in? It was involved in contraband, which meant it became a gateway for all illicit commerce that then would spread throughout Tucumán, a jurisdiction that comprised the present-day ­provinces of Córdoba, Santiago del Estero, Tucumán, Jujuy, Salta, La Rioja, and Catamarca. The territories taken ­together (much larger than the government of Buenos Aires, which was created in 1617 and encompassed the entire province of the same name and part of Santa Fe and the Banda Oriental) was under the orders of a governor who resided in Santiago del Estero.

			How did the inhabitants of Buenos Aires pay for the contraband they received? The source of wealth that was most accessible began to establish itself in the first decades of the 17th century: it revolved around the enormous quantity of ownerless flocks that roamed the pampa. Not far from Buenos Aires, in the same province, also to the south of Santa Fe and Córdoba, cattle had reproduced extraordinarily. The neighbors from Buenos Aires would set up societies to carry out so-called vaquerías, or hunting of cattle by lance point.

			In order to do this, some ten, twelve, fifteen energetic peasants, willing to endure a hard life as well as to earn a few reales, would get together. When they found the unclaimed cattle, they would cut the clawed feet of each beast with the tip of a rod similar to a sharpened hacking knife, and the animal would fall to the ground immobilized. The second part of the task was to slit the throat of and skin the hundreds of fallen cattle.

			The only part of the beast they took advantage of was the leather, loaded onto huge carts and brought to where it was cured and later exported. That was the great export product from Buenos Aires. The rest was lost: the meat, horns, tallow… One can imagine the pampa covered with rotten cattle, food for wild dogs and mice, the plague of the fields of Buenos Aires.

			The vaquerías were important for several reasons. They were Buenos Aires’s first industry, no matter how coarse, ­primitive, and dissipating it may seem to us. Today we would define it as an ecological outrage, but in those times it was the only element of barter with which the people of Buenos Aires could pay for the imports that they in turn would introduce into the markets in the interior. 

			The cattle hunts then, constituted the first product of Buenos Aires. And how different from the modern-day cold ­storage industry. Nevertheless, from the cattle hunt to the ­salting house, to frozen meat, to refrigerated meat, and to Hilton cuts, there isn’t more than a degree of difference. Growing technological progress made it possible for the primitive and crude vaquerías to become what is today not only an important industry but sophisticated, as well.

			Another significant consequence of the cattle hunts was to begin to outline the political limits of what would later be some of the Argentine provinces. Frequently, neighbors of Santa Fe entered the jurisdiction of Buenos Aires to hunt cattle, to which the Cabildo of Buenos Aires reacted in anger, accusing the ­cattle hunts of usurping foreign land. There followed a ­series of disputes, not only with Santa Fe, but also with Córdoba.

			Finally, about 1720, the cabildos of Santa Fe and of Buenos Aires agreed to the definition of a border, the Arroyo del Medio [Stream in the Middle], which still continues to divide the province of Buenos Aires from the province of Santa Fe. In the same way it was agreed where the province of Buenos Aires ended and that of Córdoba began. It could be said with a fair amount of certainty, therefore, that the vaquerías contributed to the establishment of limits for the jurisdiction of each province.

			Envy and rivalries

			Another aspect of the primitive Buenos Aires is that ever since the moment of its foundation, Buenos Aires provoked a series of envy and rivalries. In spite of being very poor and living off of contraband, it was very well situated geographically: it was the “gateway to land” that Matienzo had dreamed of. The first rival to arise, due to Buenos Aires’s good location, was Lima.

			It was obvious (and many public officials said so at the time) that that the shortest and simplest itinerary for merchandise was to ship it across the Atlantic to Buenos Aires and then to transport it to Alto Perú, travelling over roads that were generally flat and without obstacles such as mountain ranges or great rivers. From Buenos Aires to Potosí, in fact, there is a perfectly transitable road. By contrast, the other itinerary (the port of Cádiz, Portobello, the isthmus of Panama, unloading, loading once again in ships that would travel by way of the Pacific Ocean, El Callao, Lima, and from there to cross the entire range of the Andes from Perú until reaching Alto Perú) was an extremely expensive nuisance.

			In 1778, when the Edict of Free Commerce was passed, one could count on selling a rod of linen cloth that was to reach Potosí by way of the long route, for approximately thirty pesos a meter [1 meter equals 1 yard, 3.3 inches], whereas, if it came in through Buenos Aires, in Potosí it would be worth, at the most, five pesos. The geopolitical and geoeconomic superiority of Buenos Aires was undeniable.

			Lima, realizing this, faced up to it from the beginning. For example: the commerce of Lima controlled the introduction of black slaves. When in 1720 the South Sea Company is set up because of the Treaty of Utrecht, England opens an overseas trading post in Buenos Aires to introduce slaves, causing the inhabitants of Lima to be up in arms. The same reaction occurred previously, with the support of the viceroy of Perú, who accused Buenos Aires of being not only the gateway of contraband, but the illegal backdoor for silver from Potosí, as well, all of which caused an uncontrollable drainage of foreign currency. The accusation was justifiable; all this formed part of the mechanism of contraband on which the survival of Buenos Aires depended.

			Due to the rivalry with Lima, around 1620, an inland customhouse was installed in Córdoba. This meant that the admission of merchandise into the city of Córdoba was to be controlled, an operation that certainly was rather difficult. A road that crossed territory belonging to Santa Fe and joined Buenos Aires and Córdoba, without entering into the city, ­existed; by taking this route, one eluded the checkpoint. Residents of Lima, after much polemics, moved the customhouse to Santiago del Estero and, finally, after further polemics and discussions at the bureaucratic level, established that same customhouse in Jujuy, toward 1680 or 1690 .

			Thus an internal market was created that would later define the borders of Argentina. With the exception of the customhouse of Buenos Aires, which was completely involved in contraband, the introduction of merchandise through Jujuy ­constituted almost an exclusive market. And, as we already know, markets tend to be a prerequisite for forming a nation. History provided the framework for what would be the territory of the future Argentina.

			Buenos Aires competed with other cities as well: with Santa Fe, due to the aforesaid matters of cattle hunting, and —getting a little bit ahead of ourselves— let us mention in advance that from approximately 1730 onward the rivalry would be with Montevideo. When this latter city was founded, many noted that its port was superior to that of Buenos Aires, whose entrance suffered the serious obstacle of the tufas and the ­shallowness of the river. Montevideo began to be considered the true gateway inland, despite the fact that, to penetrate the interior, it was necessary to cross two large rivers, the Uruguay and the Paraná.

			The competition between Buenos Aires and Montevideo was to such a degree that in 1804 the consulate of Buenos Aires (that is, the meeting of the merchants of Buenos Aires) opposed the building of a lighthouse on the eastern port. The tense relations between the two cities also explains why later Montevideo was one of the realista bulwarks against the May Revolution. In Montevideo, a counterrevolution was es­tablished that lasted four years, until 1814, when Alvear succeeded in taking it by storm. One could say that furthermore, the ancient rivalry with Perú also had a certain political ­expression during the period of Independence, for Lima became the last of the realista bulwarks in South America; perhaps because it truly cultivated a feeling of fidelity to the king of Spain, perhaps a sort of projection of past rancor.

			Let us summarize what has been said thus far. The city of Buenos Aires, founded in 1580, had first of all a permanent association with illicit commerce; that is to say, it practiced mockery of the law. Secondly, its production was based on a sort of ecological catastrophe —as is the indiscriminate annihilation of the wandering rodeos— to such an extreme that in 1715 the Cabildo prohibited vaquerías because “if things continue as they are we will be left without hide and stripped naked…” And, so it was.

			Power of assembly

			Despite the fact that it inspired rivalries and competition, Buenos Aires was, at the same time, a city that had a remarkable power of assembly, as the confrontation with Portugal demonstrated. In 1680, a Portuguese expedition that founded a settlement appeared in Colonia del Sacramento (across the way from Buenos Aires; the River Plate dividing the two). Only a few years earlier, the Crowns of Portugal and Spain had separated.

			Portugal aspired to have under its jurisdiction the entire southern portion of Brazil up until the River Plate. Thus, it established this expedition in Colonia, a very strategic location. On the one hand, it is a key to the River Plate, the Uruguay River and the Paraná, and on the other hand, it is the only place on the coast where there is stone, in other words, where one can construct fortifications, indispensable during that era.

			The governor of Buenos Aires, José de Garro, found out about the settlement and sent a very strict ultimatum to Don Manuel de Lobo, head of the Portuguese expedition, advising him that the Banda Oriental belonged to the king of Spain and that consequently, they had to leave. Lobo responded by asking that they had let him settle there and that the diplomatic question be debated in the courts later. He said that his intentions were entirely peaceful, that what they wanted to do was to trade with Buenos Aires. Garro, who was an extremely obstinate Basque and patriotic, as well, insisted that the settlement be founded, giving origin to a very curious phenomenon.

			Garro assembled what we might call today “the principle powers” of Buenos Aires (the secular cabildo, the eclesiastic cabildo, the most important merchants, the royal functionaries, and the men of greatest significance) for a consultation. All agreed that the Portuguese settlement should be attacked and the usurpers expelled. Garro, then, sent a circular to his colleague, the governor of Tucumán, so that he would mobilize the corps or milicias from the cities of Tucumán to Buenos Aires and thus undertake the initiative to expel the Portuguese.

			And, in effect, from Córdoba, from Tucumán, from La Rio­ja, contingents were brought together by feudatory neighbors —as those who had encomiendas were called—, one of whose obligations was to come to the service of the king, at their own cost, whenever their military strength was needed. José de Garro, furthermore, asked the Jesuits to send Guaraní ­Indians as reinforcement. Thus was formed a sort of army of three thousand Indians. At the head of the entire force a criollo was placed, Antonio de Vera y Mujica, born in Santa Fe.

			With that military appartus prepared, Garro once again convoked the principle powers of the city of Buenos Aires and asked them if despite the peace that prevailed between Portugal and Spain and the mandatory expulsion of the Portuguese, which could provoke a serious diplomatic incident, this plan should still go into effect. The principal powers agreed that it should, and the attack, which resulted in a horrible massacre, was carried out. The Guaraní Indians harbored a special rancor toward the Portuguese due to the expeditions of the bandeirantes against them (this is another story), and they killed almost all the poor settlers, many of whom were farm workers. Manuel de Lobo himself was taken prisoner; he died one or two years later.

			The importance of this episode lies in the fact that Buenos Aires, a city with one hundred years of existence, without the qualifications of Córdoba, for example, which already had a university; or those of Santiago del Estero, which was the oldest city in the country; without those of Asunción, which had been the mother of cities during the earliest period of colonization; Buenos Aires, with all its poverty and its burden of illegitimacy due to contraband, succeeded in convoking an event that was practically the equivalent of the first Argentine war: one fought against an outside enemy, who was usurping a clearly Spanish possession; plus, the majority of those who participated were criollos. The infantry of the city of Tucumán were grandchildren or great-grandchildren of Spanish conquerors, as well as Guaraní Indians; all of whom were under the command of a criollo.

			Buenos Aires suddenly acquired a kind of prestige that later —when the Viceroyalty was created, when the residents of Buenos Aires repelled the English, and during the May ­Revolution— would be very important. A city that was born and lived in illegitimacy, that depended economically on ­something as strange as the vaquerías, that inspired rivalries and competition, had as well and nevertheless, sufficient assembly capacity to throw out a usurper from its environs and, in the effort, to obtain the cooperation of sister cities from the rest of this part of America.

			Meanwhile, the interior was also growing and was specializing in some things. Tucumán, for example, in the manu­facturing of wagons, taking advantage of the good wood. In Santiago del Estero, the abundant indigenous manual labor force allowed for a textile industry of a sort, very basic of course, but of certain importance. Córdoba specialized in the breeding of mules, which afterwards were sent to Salta, where they were sold to work in the mines of Alto Perú and Perú.

			The interior was permanently besieged by problems with the Indians of Chaco, which in reality occupied part of Salta, Jujuy, present-day Formosa, and above all, Santiago del Estero and Santa Fe; the problems were a constant danger for the cities of Tucumán. For this reason, all of the governors required the services of the cities’s neighbors to make incursions against the Indians, to subjugate them, and to instill fear in them. Córdoba responded almost always; Santiago del Estero, with great enthusiasm because its own interests were at stake; Salta and Jujuy, also; those of La Rioja and Catamarca, with greater reti­cence, as Chaco was very far away for them.

			But those who never came to help out were the porteños, provoking indignation on the part of the cities of the interior. Within that context of solidarity, the porteños always had some excuse: they had seen pirates along the coast, they were having some problem… This attitude created a differentiation as far as the political interests of each side went.

			Political organization

			It would be appropriate at this time to describe briefly the political-judicial organization of this part of America, an organization which, to be sure, was no different from the rest of the Spanish empire. It was made up of a series of authorities, some of which had been instituted as an act of mechanical transference of Spanish authorities to the New World.

			Take the adelantados, for example. During the eight centuries of the Reconquista, that is, during the fight of Castilla and León against the Moors, the kings, many times for lack of money, appointed adelantados so that they could extend the Christian frontier at the expense of the Moors. They would award these governor-commanders a certain amount of privi­leges, as they would do for those who would colonize future settlements in the new territories. Once Spain laid its gaze upon this sort of immense lottery that was America, the first thing that occurred to the authorities was to automatically relocate some traditional Spanish institutions to America. The adelantados were one of them.

			The first governor-commander of the River Plate was don Pedro de Mendoza; likewise, in other regions of America other adelantados were appointed. The arrangement involved a contract by which the adelantado agreed to pay all the expenses of the expedition in return for the title of Captain General and judge, as well as for a series of privileges of command and power, and a certain quantity of land that, once discovered, he would have the right to the natural resources that it yielded. In relatively little time, in less than a century, the system proved that it didn’t work, that it was dangerous. The governor-commanders, because of the enormous distance that separated them from the authorities of the metropolis and because of the nature of their temperament, tended toward absolute autonomy. There had already been the question of Pizarro and Lope de Aguirre in Perú, for example.

			The institution was therefore annulled and in its place the bureaucrats arrived; first the governors, then the viceroys. The governors were in charge of extensive territorial jurisdictions, such as Tucumán, Paraguay, or that of Buenos Aires, although these were in turn subject to the authority of a viceroy; in the case at hand, to the viceroy of Lima and the viceroy of Perú.

			The Viceroyalty of Lima was established shortly after the Conquest, as in Mexico, and it consisted of a direct representative of the king, generally a gentleman, a nobleman of illustrious lineage; these were largely men who were quite capable and efficient. As of the establishment of this institution, there existed what we could call an Executive Power that sometimes also spilled over into judicial jurisdictions and had, over time, certain authority about which we will speak shortly.

			The other very important institution, apart from the viceroy, was the Audiencia, a sort of chamber of justice or Supreme Court that, if all else failed, was in charge of judicial affairs. Its members, what’s more, as in the case of don Juan de Matienzo, were informers; they performed a planning role of a sort, and they were obliged to report to the king all of their concerns. The audiencias, then, apart from their judicial function, worked as a form of control.

			Then there were the cabildos, on the level of the municipal government organization. It should be remembered that here all the foundations of cities were made by the Crown in the name of the Crown. In North America, on the other hand, the colonists arrived freely and later founded a city; or a ­settlement company arrived and would sell lots and found a city. Here, where everything was done in the name of the Crown, the founder designated the first group of constituents of the Cabildo (six, eight, ten, according to the importance of the city), each one of whom would be in charge of a particular duty and would be granted great honors for serving in the Cabildo. They served one year, at the end of which they themselves would choose their successors; that is, there would be no popular election as in some states of North America.

			In theory the Cabildos fulfilled municipal functions, but given that cities such as Córdoba, Santiago del Estero, Tucumán, and La Rioja were so far from one another, in reality they carried out all the functions of the government: in the case of a drought, they had to take measures to see that the population was provided for; if there were Indian attacks, they had to take military action; if there was any abuse on the part of the governor, they would complain to the viceroy. So that they were, in effect, not only a municipal government but a truly important political government.

			Within the power structure of the West Indies there was also the Church, which fulfilled a religious function of course, but also a political function: it controlled, oversaw, complained, entered into conflict (almost always with the governors and with the viceroys) and, basically, established a certain balance between the different powers.

			In the organization of the Indies, no power was too clear. We would be scandalized if the Judicial Body were to interfere with the political arm; nevertheless, in those days, the ­Audiencia could replace the viceroy, as occurred in Buenos Aires in 1806. The Audiencia could take political action, the viceroy could take judicial measures because he was president of the Audiencia, and the cabildos had a function that exceeded that of a municipal entity.

			This situation was not accidental. The Spanish Crown tried to maintain a certain state of confusion in order to control the whole so that, in the face of abuse, infraction of a law, or an excess of independence, another organism could set things on the right track. It was a very delicate system of counterbalances, governed by the laws of the West Indies, which in addition were casuistical; that is to say, not general, but rather of a particular type, and what’s more, shaped by a concept difficult to define, though very interesting.

			The organization of the Indies was the offspring of the old Spanish law, whose fundamental principle was the idea that everything should be done to benefit the community, for the common good of the people. This was not only a concept of a philosophical nature, it also carried the weight of very concrete and transcendental practical applications. If when the viceroy or governor received a royal letters patent, sent from the very monarch installed in Madrid, and upon reading it considered it nonsense, he would solemnly convoke the functionaries, the cabildo, the Audiencia, the bishop and say: “The royal letters patent is respected but will not be carried out.” In other words: “It’s not that we disavow the authority of he who says this, but as it is not designed for the benefit of all and will do more harm than good, I will not apply it and will file it away in a drawer.”

			This procedure was common, a fact that indicates the ­existence of a sort of veto power on the part of the ­authorities of the West Indies as concerns the decrees of the royal authority, which although respected as the supreme authority, could be poorly informed as far as the reality of America. As a consequence, the representatives of the king who were in the new lands would say, for the sake of the common good: “This is not acceptable.” After the May Revolution this principle is substituted by popular sovereignty.

			The indians

			The administrative organization and the events that occurred in these territories had a very important backdrop, which ­permeates, justifies, and sets in motion the whole picture: the Indian presence. The existence of an indigenous population in the New World troubled not only Spain but Europe, as well. The fact that a “new” continent might have been discovered in which there were also living beings —recognized after some years had passed as human beings— brought on a series of enormous problems of the theological, philosophical, juridical, political, and naturally, scientific order.

			Suddenly questions arose such as, if they are human ­beings, did Christ redeem them? Do we have to convert them to Christianity? Are we obliged to baptize them? Is it part of our mission to do so? And, fundamentally, in the case of Spain, do we have the right to wage war against them, or take their possessions from them, to enslave them, to take advantage of them? These issues were discussed in Spain time and time again; there were meetings among theologians and many books written on the subject. Under what circumstance can Spain make war against a group of Indians who have done nothing to us? We have landed here as invaders, what right have we to fight them?

			During the first years of the conquest, the problem was relatively theoretical, but when, in 1519, Hernán Cortés landed off the coast of Mexico and encountered, for the first time in the history of European civilization, another culture, unknown up until then and perhaps more brilliant and more opulent than that of the Europeans, the Indian phenomenon appeared in all of its harshness to be quite a different problem. What are we going to do with the Indians, how are we going to profit by them? Because obviously, the conquest was the conquest and one couldn’t stop it.

			What’s more, how should we go about taking advantage of them without this being tantamount to sin, something that would weigh heavily on our conscience and the conscience of our monarch? Thus was invented the institution that would defend the entire settled population of America (with the exception of Buenos Aires, where there were no subjugated Indians) and, especially, Tucumán: the encomienda. This consisted in entrusting a group of Indians, a tribe, or a few families to a Spaniard. What was being entrusted to him was the salvation of their souls and a certain minimum of well-being. In exchange, the Indian had to work for him or, after 1615, pay him a tribute.

			The neighbor who possessed such a privilege was obligated to come to the aid of the king whenever he might require it; slowly he acquired the status of a feudatory, almost a feudal lord. He had entrusted a group of Indians to him, who were not his slaves, who could not be transferred, sold, or relocated, and with whom he had certain obligations. But at the same time, the entrusted colonist had certain rights with respect to the Indians: fundamentally, that they would work for him or they would have to pay a fee.

			In general terms, this was the panorama of Tucumán and of the government of Buenos Aires around the middle of the eighteenth century, the period during which this social structure and power structure that we have described was, shall we say, consolidated. The mid eighteenth century is also the moment when the idea of the wealth of the nations of Europe changes, when the Bourbon dynasty secures itself in Spain, when the concept of the value that the possessions in the West Indies have also changes. This is the eve of the creation of the Viceroyalty of the River Plate.
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