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Praise for Driving Terror






“Few objects can encapsulate the history of twentieth-century Argentina as perfectly as the Ford Falcon, and Robert uses it effectively as a connecting thread to write a multilayered story of the company, the car, the workers, the military repression of labor, and the search for justice after the fall of the last dictatorship.”—Natalia Milanesio, author of Destape: Sex, Democracy, and Freedom in Postdictatorial Argentina


“Driving Terror is a groundbreaking social and political history of the Ford Falcon, a vehicle that epitomized mid-twentieth-century promises of prosperity and development and became an enduring symbol of state terror in Argentina. Karen Robert’s fine-grained analysis draws on an impressive range of sources and newly declassified records to reconstruct the contradictory meanings of the Falcon, moving from the factory floor to the corporate boardroom and the halls of justice. This is an essential book about a notorious chapter in Latin America’s long Cold War and its legacies.”—Jennifer Adair, author of In Search of the Lost Decade: Everyday Rights in Post-Dictatorship Argentina


“Before the darkened-windowed SUV became the preferred vehicle of the world’s death squads, there was the green Ford Falcon. Karen Robert’s extraordinary Driving Terror tells the story of how Argentina’s anticommunist military regime of the 1970s turned an object associated with middle-class pleasure and working-class pride into an instrument of terror. A wonderful, creatively and thoroughly researched book that details how the Cold War was, in places like Argentina, a class war.”—Greg Grandin, author of Fordlandia: The Rise and Fall of Henry Ford’s Forgotten Jungle City









Understanding Latin America demands dialogue, deep exploration, and frank discussion of key topics. Founded by Lyman L. Johnson in 1992 and edited since 2013 by Kris Lane, the Diálogos Series focuses on innovative scholarship in Latin American history and related fields. The series, the most successful of its type, includes specialist works accessible to a wide readership and a variety of thematic titles, all ideally suited for classroom adoption by university and college teachers.


Also available in the Diálogos Series:


Frontier Justice: State, Law, and Society in Patagonia, 1880–1940 by Javier Cikota


Anti-Catholicism in the Mexican Revolution, 1913–1940 edited by Jürgen Buchenau and David S. Dalton


The Struggle for Natural Resources: Findings from Bolivian History edited by Carmen Soliz and Rossana Barragán


Viceroy Güemes’s Mexico: Rituals, Religion, and Revenue by Christoph Rosenmüller


At the Heart of the Borderlands: Africans and Afro-Descendants on the Edges of Colonial Spanish America edited by Cameron D. Jones and Jay T. Harrison


The Age of Dissent: Revolution and the Power of Communication in Chile, 1780–1833 by Martín Bowen


From Sea-Bathing to Beach-Going: A Social History of the Beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil by B. J. Barickman


Gamboa’s World: Justice, Silver Mining, and Imperial Reform in New Spain by Christopher Albi


The Conquest of the Desert: Argentina’s Indigenous Peoples and the Battle for History edited by Carolyne R. Larson


From the Galleons to the Highlands: Slave Trade Routes in the Spanish Americas edited by Alex Borucki, David Eltis, and David Wheat


For additional titles in the Diálogos Series, please visit unmpress.com.
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An experience that traumatic needed to be located somewhere, poured into an object whose existence might one day form the basis of a meaningful story.
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INTRODUCTION

A Cold War Model T







When the last Ford Falcon taxi was officially retired from the streets of Buenos Aires in 2004, most of the major news media took notice. Television crews and print journalists were in attendance as members of the local Falcon fan club honored the taxi’s owner, Alberto Lucas, with a party and a plaque. Lucas then led a caravan of twenty vintage Falcons on a tour of downtown Buenos Aires, culminating in a spin around the large obelisk that stands at the intersection of Avenida Corrientes and Avenida 9 de Julio: the sixteen-lane boulevard that cuts through the city’s core. This veteran driver described his taxi as “a member of the family,” and he cited the more than three hundred thousand miles on its odometer as proof of the Falcon’s legendary endurance. The daily newspaper Clarín quoted his sentimental remarks the following day: “This is the last Falcon taxi to be touched by the nostalgia of forty-three years of shared stories in Buenos Aires.”1


Two weeks later, celebrated playwright and psychotherapist Eduardo “Tato” Pavlovsky published his own ambivalent reaction to this media coverage. On the one hand, he could not help but be touched by Lucas’s affection for the machine that had supported his livelihood for so many years. On the other hand, Pavlovsky could not forget his own very different memories of the Ford Falcon as one of the “emblems” of Argentina’s last military dictatorship, which had ruled the country from 1976 to 1983. “Whenever a Falcon passed or slowed down, we knew there would be kidnappings, disappearances, torture, or murder,” noted Pavlovsky, referring to the military regime’s widespread use of extrajudicial kidnapping, or “disappearance,” as a tool of state terrorism. For him, the unmarked Ford Falcons typically driven by the military’s fearsome grupos de tarea (task groups) became “the symbolic expression of terror. Death-mobiles.”2 Both Lucas and Pavlovsky evoked their personal memories of the Ford Falcon as collective memories shared by their broader society, but their associations could not have been more different. For one man, the car signified family and security. For the other: terror and traumatic violence.


It might seem surprising that a simple Kennedy-era sedan could stir up such powerful emotions, especially as late as 2004: fully thirteen years after the end of Falcon manufacturing in Argentina and more than two decades after the generals had relinquished power to civilian politicians. Yet Argentine society remained deeply divided over the legacies of those years. In the country’s long post-transition era, different groups—political and military leaders, human rights activists, former guerrilla fighters, intellectuals, and lawyers—had articulated distinct and often conflicting narratives of the dictatorship and the political and social conflicts that had preceded the coup of March 1976.3 The Ford Falcon occupied a symbolic place in such debates over memory and human rights because of its close associations with the state terror system imposed by the military juntas. In fact, Lucas and Pavlovsky framed their distinct memories of the car around the binary of trust and betrayal, which anthropologist Antonius Robben has proposed as an explanatory framework for understanding this issue of contested memory in Argentina.


Robben argues that the Argentine military’s systematic use of extrajudicial kidnapping and torture represented an extreme betrayal of social and political trust “by creating an uncertain environment in which the state [could] strike unawares.”4 The ensuing culture of “suspicion and mistrust” that gripped Argentine society carried forward into the democratic era, revived again and again as new revelations of human rights abuses came to light and as military officials sought to defend themselves against prosecution. Opposing groups in Argentine society put forth competing accounts to make sense of new information, and they repeatedly framed these stories around experiences of trust and betrayal. As a result, Argentine society remained fragmented over the country’s recent history. Robben’s framework captures the tensions between the very different Falcon memories put forth by Alberto Lucas and Tato Pavlovsky. Lucas framed his relationship with his taxi in personal, not political terms. He valued his Falcon because of its endurance and reliability: qualities that had made the car a huge hit with Argentine consumers since the 1960s. The taxi that had supported his family’s economic security over many years signified for him trust and stability. While acknowledging the sincerity of Lucas’s feelings, Pavlovsky could not separate the car from its traumatic associations with military violence and betrayal. His response spoke to the visceral emotions that the Ford Falcon could still provoke in some members of Argentine society.


The year 2004 brought forth yet another set of Falcon memories, though these did not immediately register in Argentine public consciousness. In January of that year, American human rights attorneys Paul Hoffman and Benjamin Schonbrun submitted a civil claim against the Ford Motor Company in US courts on behalf of sixteen former autoworkers and union activists at Ford’s manufacturing plant in Argentina: men who had spent their careers on the assembly line building Falcon sedans. The claim demanded redress for damages the men had suffered in 1976 “as a result of arbitrary arrest and detention, torture, ‘forced disappearances,’ and other human rights violations.” It alleged that Ford’s Argentine subsidiary had




actively cooperated with military authorities and allowed them to operate a detention facility on Ford premises and willingly allowed the military to utilize Ford’s facilities to perpetrate these human rights violations. The purpose of the detention center was to capture and detain Ford workers who participated in union activities. To this end, Ford actively assisted the military authorities by providing information on union delegates and actively cooperating and facilitating in the military’s actions against these plaintiffs and others at the plant. The company did so in order to suppress trade union activity at the Ford plant.5





Here was another story of betrayal: this one perpetrated not only by military authorities but by corporate executives who had allegedly blacklisted union activists and delivered them into the terror apparatus. The plaintiffs in the claim, who had somehow survived their detentions, also represented a perspective that had largely been missing from Argentina’s memory debates up to that point: the collective experiences of the dictatorship’s working-class victims. The Ford workers’ accusations added a new layer of complexity to the narratives of the dictatorship era, raising questions about the role played by business leaders in military repression against grassroots union activists. Many similar stories came to light in these early years of the twenty-first century, with other cases launched against both national and multinational corporations in Argentina for their role in attacks on shop-floor unionists.6


The Ford survivors had been forced to turn to the US courts in 2004 because a set of amnesty laws passed in Argentina in the 1980s blocked judicial channels for human rights prosecutions in their own country. Unfortunately, this strategy was unsuccessful in the short term because a precedent set in an unrelated case forced their American attorneys to drop the claim. However, the workers soon found a way to move their case forward in Argentina after the country overturned its amnesty laws in 2005. Their legal struggle dragged on for years, suffering multiple setbacks, until in 2018 a federal criminal court issued a landmark decision, finding two former Ford executives and one military commander guilty of crimes against humanity for their role in the workers’ illegal detention and torture.7 Though appealed, that decision was upheld by Argentina’s Federal Criminal Appeals Court on September 30, 2021.8 The ruling set a new precedent in corporate human rights law, with both national and international implications.9


Driving Terror aims to reconstruct the Falcon’s contradictory history in Argentina and to bring the remarkable story of the Ford survivors to a wider audience. It starts from two premises: first, that the Falcon’s symbolic endurance and ambivalence point the way to unresolved questions about the nature and origins of the violence that so deeply marked Argentina’s contemporary history; and second, that it is possible to take that symbolic life seriously while also bringing the Falcon out of the realm of pure abstraction and rooting its history in the lived political struggles of the Cold War era. Drawing on a wide variety of sources including declassified documents, corporate archives, film, advertising, art, and interviews, the book situates the Falcon’s history within the broader social history of grassroots activism, violence, and the pursuit of justice in Cold War Latin America.




COLD WAR CONTEXT


The years of Falcon manufacturing in Argentina, from 1963 to 1991, coincided with key turning points in the Latin American Cold War, from the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis to the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Scholars have identified this era as one of the most tumultuous periods in the continent’s history. There, as in other regions of the Global South, geopolitical competition between the United States and the Soviet Union manifested in “hot” and violent escalations of local conflicts. The period was characterized by utopian political and economic projects, mass mobilizations for change, and atrocious acts of violence unleashed mainly by military governments with material and moral support from the United States. The Falcon itself was a perfect emblem of that era’s dreams and nightmares, from its early association with midcentury promises of development and prosperity to its role as a tool of state terrorism in the 1970s and early 1980s. The car’s contradictory afterlives, and the dogged pursuit of redress by the Ford survivors, illuminate the long struggles over truth, memory, and justice that have animated Argentine society in the post–Cold War era. My purpose here is to bring this compelling story to an audience beyond Argentina. Its broad periodization, spanning from the Falcon sedan’s origins in the early 1960s to the resolution of the Ford survivors’ human rights case against their former employers in 2018, provides a unique window on the creative ways that Argentines have sought to contend with the legacies of the Cold War era over the long term. It also puts the emphasis on working-class activism in the arenas of both labor and human rights, a story that is not well known beyond Argentina’s borders.


Argentina has sometimes fit awkwardly into the Cold War historiography, at least in more traditional works that focus on superpower struggles in the realms of diplomacy, military strategy, and intelligence.10 Although declassification projects have revealed the tacit support offered to the Argentine dictatorship by top US foreign policy officials, American power was far less overt there than it was in countries like Cuba, Nicaragua, and Chile.11 The newer Cold War literature, however, has put greater emphasis on the historical agency of Latin Americans themselves and traced the more complex patterns of influence that shaped Latin American societies in these decades. It has moved beyond a dichotomy between imperial domination and local resistance to examine the lived experiences of a far broader range of historical actors: from radical priests to peasant activists, technical experts to union organizers, democratic reformers to neofascist ideologues.12 These studies have demonstrated that while ordinary Latin Americans had to contend with the polarizing dynamics of the Cold War, and with the overt and covert power of the United States, they articulated their own ideals and asserted their own political projects in these years. This literature interprets the decades spanning from the end of World War II to the fall of the Soviet Union as an extended “age of revolutions” in which different groups within Latin American society struggled over the boundaries and meanings of citizenship, rights, and political power.13 The Ford workers’ story of labor activism, persecution, survival, and the pursuit of justice during Argentina’s long democratic transition offers a ground-level perspective on these issues.


Scholars have also begun to reassess the political economy of the Cold War era with interdisciplinary studies of labor and business history, policy making, investment, and corporate complicity with authoritarian regimes.14 These years brought wrenching transformations to the continent’s larger economies, like Argentina’s, which experienced an industrial boom and bust in the span of forty years. From the 1940s through the early 1970s, both civilian and military governments in Argentina promoted economic development through rapid industrialization, which in turn boosted the size and relative power of the industrial working class. They did so largely by attracting investment from foreign multinationals, especially from the United States.15 Whereas American businesses had mainly extracted raw materials from Latin America at the beginning of the century, corporations like Ford and Coca-Cola increasingly did business directly with Latin Americans after World War II by setting up branch plants and selling consumer goods on a much larger scale.16


US multinationals also began to play a more active role in shaping local cultures by undertaking what economic historian Thomas O’Brien calls “herculean efforts to create broad-based consumer societies” across Latin America.17 Argentina, with its relatively large middle class, offered one of the continent’s most promising markets. This influx of foreign capital, technology, and popular culture provoked mixed feelings among many Latin Americans. The late 1960s and early 1970s saw an outpouring of influential books that denounced and satirized the power of foreign corporations, including Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Eduardo Galeano’s The Open Veins of Latin America, and Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s How to Read Donald Duck.18 Leftist guerrilla groups also targeted executives from national and multinational firms, including Ford Argentina, whom they decried as exploiters and imperialists.19 However, the Falcon’s huge popularity in Argentina offers just one example of the way Latin American consumers also embraced new products and made them their own.20


In fact, the Ford Motor Company had a long history and special status in the region as a corporation that seemed to represent the best the United States had to offer. Henry Ford had enjoyed celebrity status throughout the continent in the 1920s because of the production innovations that made his Model T the world’s first mass-produced and relatively affordable automobile.21 As he revolutionized capitalism, Ford inspired such unlikely admirers as Mexican muralist and Communist Party member Diego Rivera, who celebrated Ford’s huge River Rouge plant on an epic scale in his Detroit Industry Murals, depicting it as the embodiment of technological modernity and human dignity through work.22 When Henry Ford bought up a vast tract of land in the Amazon rainforest to produce rubber for car tires, prospective laborers flocked to the estate, known as Fordlandia, expecting to earn Ford’s famous five-dollar-a-day wage.23 In fact, as historian Joel Wolfe has argued, many Brazilians came to view the affordable Model T and its rival, the Chevy, as ambassadors of American democracy itself.24 Latin Americans were therefore thrilled to share in the material progress and dynamism associated with modern car manufacturing in the postwar period, when Ford and other multinational automakers built their first full-scale automotive plants in Brazil, Mexico, and Argentina.25


Even the workers detained and tortured at Ford’s factory outside Buenos Aires in 1976 remained proud of the work they had done building Falcons and trucks at Ford, regardless of their later determination to expose the corporation’s complicity in their ordeal. In the 1960s, the men and their families had embraced the promise of financial security that came with employment at a modern automotive plant like Ford’s, and they had taken pride in contributing to the Falcon’s runaway success with Argentine consumers. However, their story illustrates how the midcentury dreams of industrial progress foundered in the political battles and global economic recession of the early 1970s. After the coup of 1976, Argentina’s military regime aggressively dismantled the import substitution industrialization policies that had created thousands of jobs in the automotive sector and other heavy industries. As soldiers and paramilitary “task groups” rounded up labor organizers like the men from Ford, the ruling junta deregulated the economy and reoriented it toward financial speculation, provoking mass unemployment and a collapse in real wages. In Argentina, as in neighboring Chile, this authoritarian drive to restructure the economic and social order had clear winners and losers, as the story of the Ford workers will demonstrate.26









ORIGIN STORY


Before embarking on the history of Ford’s manufacturing operations in Argentina, it is worth tracing the Falcon’s genealogy back to its origins in the United States to better grasp the car’s significance as an artifact of the Cold War era. The Ford Motor Company launched its “new-style Ford Falcon” in 1959 as an economy compact designed to compete with the Volkswagen Beetle. Though later overshadowed by the Mustang in American pop culture and memory, the Falcon’s success showcased Ford’s revitalization after the end of World War II, when the firm had been on the brink of collapse. When the founder’s grandson, Henry Ford II, took charge of the company in 1945, he lured staff away from Ford’s main rival, General Motors, and engaged a group of college-educated army veterans who brought with them new methods of statistical analysis and planning, which they had learned at Harvard Business School and honed within the battle campaigns of World War II. These young men, known at Ford as the “whiz kids,” were typical examples of the broader skills transfer between the military and expanding American corporations in the early years of the Cold War.27


Ford began turning a profit in 1949 and modernized 95 percent of its plants in the following decade.28 However, all the Big Three American automakers (Ford, General Motors, and Chrysler) faced new challenges by the late 1950s, as the US economy slid into recession and European imports began to challenge their domination of the domestic market. The biggest competition came from the Volkswagen Beetle, the antithesis of that era’s American dreamboats, with their luxury features and stylized fins. The Beetle embodied simple design, and Volkswagen ads targeted first-time buyers by emphasizing the car’s affordability and reliability.29 Its success was especially humiliating for Ford Motors, which had lost over $350 million in the failed launch of its 1957 Edsel, an overpriced model weighted down with heavy chrome.30 That same year, the Big Three began to work on their own affordable cars with the hopes of opening up new markets among second-car buyers in the United States and emerging middle-class consumers around the world. Ford’s version would be the Falcon.


The person behind the Falcon design project was none other than Robert McNamara, that quintessential Cold War technocrat who would move on from Ford Motors to become a key architect of US Cold War policy under the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and later oversee the World Bank. Raised in a modest household that valued both science and ambition, McNamara became a champion of statistics-based management while studying economics at Berkeley and then business at Harvard during the Depression years. During World War II, he applied his learning in the Pacific arena by helping to design an elaborate statistical control system to track thousands of airplanes, parts, and crew members for the rapidly growing US Air Force. The American role in the Allied victory brought home to him “the power of information, the importance of data, the need for control and analysis,” lessons that he would carry with him to Ford Motors and infuse into the Falcon’s design.31


McNamara’s austere and bookish manner made him an oddball in Detroit. When he was put in charge of the Falcon design project, he decided to break with recent trends and revive the principles of simplicity and durability that Henry Ford himself had brought to the original Model T.32 Using an autocratic management style, he pushed Ford engineers to cut 1,500 pounds out of the design of their typical six-person sedan by removing nearly all the chrome ornamentation and cutting the frame down to a bare minimum of components. The Falcon would embody the smaller size and economy associated with European compacts like the Beetle, but its straight lines, expansive windows, and ample seating would still offer the feel of a big American car. McNamara had such faith in rational progress that he believed the car’s austere design might even serve the broader social good by teaching American consumers to value efficiency over flash.33 Early promotional materials described the Falcon’s components as “so simply designed that a competent backyard mechanic can take them apart with hand tools.”34 Ads highlighted the car’s seating room for “six (not five) big people,” as well as its large trunk space and wide doors.35 The 1960 catalog claimed that it was “sized to handle and park like a ‘small’ car, powered to drive in turnpike traffic and climb hills like a ‘big’ car … built to save you trouble and money like no other car.”36 Henry Ford II reputedly hated the design, but Car and Driver magazine declared the Falcon to be “the best-looking Ford since the Thirties,” and Road and Track likened it to the Model A: “good, solid, honest transportation.”37


Like most commercial advertising of the late 1950s, early promotional campaigns for the Falcon were barely distinguishable from official Cold War propaganda materials, “filled with the … orthodoxy of prosperity, progress, and consumer satisfaction.”38 Ford launched the car in the United States with a lavish, three-minute television advertisement that freely mixed space-age kitsch with edifying ad copy.39 It begins with a shot of an observatory roof opening to reveal a night sky, as the voice-over tells viewers they are “about to know the thrill of seeing that which has never been seen before: the wonderful world of 1960!” A crowd of onlookers in evening gowns and tuxedos watches as three cars descend from the heavens like shooting stars: the Galaxie, the Thunderbird, and finally the Falcon. The guests admire each vehicle while choir voices sing about the “beautiful, wonderful new world of Fords,” finally introducing the “car everyone has been waiting for: the new-size Ford Falcon, the easiest car in the wide world to own!”


American car ads were especially hyperbolic in these years, which saw the US government embark on the largest public works project in history: the National System of Interstate and Defense Highways. From 1956 to 1975, it spent over $100 billion to connect the continental states with a unified system of paved highways, a project that cultural historian Cotten Seiler has described as a “massive piece of propaganda” about American Cold War values.40 A whole host of US opinion makers lobbied for this enormous investment by identifying the act of driving itself as a crucial feature of American freedom. “The figure of the driver,” argues Seiler,




embodied the ideological gulf separating the United States from its communist antagonists, and proved—to those antagonists, to allied nations, to those cultures the United States sought to annex ideologically, and, most important, to Americans themselves—the continuing vitality of the essential individual freedom enjoyed under liberalism and capitalism.41





Seiler’s analysis helps to make sense of the charged meanings that infused the Ford Falcon as an artifact of the early Cold War era, when the messages conveyed in commercial advertising, government propaganda, and the middlebrow press all treated the private automobile as a totem to American exceptionalism: physical proof of the unique freedoms enjoyed by US citizens under capitalism.42


The Ford Motor Company had placed itself at the center of that story in a 1953 film entitled The American Road, which was launched to mark the Model T’s fiftieth anniversary.43 It drew on the company’s massive film archive to trace fifty years of American progress back to Henry Ford’s invention of the world’s first affordable car, with lavish production values that included an original score by renowned composer Alex North and narration by actor Raymond Massey. The opening scenes depict the hardships of American life before mass motorization, with shots of rural isolation and urban overcrowding. The film then reviews a series of Henry Ford’s mechanical experiments, culminating in the development of the fully integrated assembly line at Ford Motors. Massey’s voice-over spells out to viewers the practical benefits and sensory delights that the affordable Model T had brought to American society by the 1920s:




Everywhere you looked, you saw the Model T. It became a part of the American scene.… Not only did it save time; it gave the average citizen a wonderful new way to spend the time he saved. Now for the first time Americans were able to travel inexpensively across their own country in their own cars and see the grandeur of their inheritance.… There was a new look in people’s faces: a look of discovery, and wonderment, and pleasure. A whole new world had been opened up for them.





The American Road skims quickly over the 1930s without mentioning the bitter labor struggles that rocked Ford Motors and the other automakers, saying only that “even the grim Depression … could not stop the powerful forces that had been set in motion.” It then attributes the US victory in World War II to the power of the assembly line and mass production. A brief, silent montage of war images ends with the dropping of the atomic bomb before the film cuts straight to a closeup shot of a spinning tire on a passenger car. “Nothing can stop us,” declares Massey ominously. “We have kept on working, kept on building.… The whole nation has become swift and mobile, flowing along a great network of highways.”


Six years later, Ford Motors drew on this same historical narrative to identify its new Falcon sedan with the historic Model T. It published a twenty-page advertising supplement in the Sunday New York Times in the fall of 1959 to spell out the modern social science research and engineering know-how that had gone into the Falcon. A commissioned article by Harper’s magazine editor Russell Lynes chronicles the “painstaking, plodding, intensive” statistical analysis that underpinned the car’s design.44 A two-page photo spread displays the company’s new research and engineering center in Dearborn, Michigan. Some seven thousand men dressed in matching white shirts and dark ties—roughly three quarters of Ford’s engineering and research personnel—stand arrayed in troop formation in front of the parking lot, resembling an army of Robert McNamara look-alikes. A new Falcon is parked front and center, flanked by a Model A and a Model T.45 The headline reads, “Today it takes ten thousand engineers to create something for everyone in automobiles.” Another article by popular historian Roger Butterfield spells out how the new Falcon promises to deliver on Fordism’s “three great revolutions” in transportation, production, and living standards. Butterfield quotes Henry Ford in describing the new sedan as a car “for the great multitude, … large enough for the family but small enough for the individual to run and care for.”46 Butterfield takes the rhetoric a notch higher when he observes that Henry Ford had “made a liar out of [Karl] Marx” by launching his automotive revolution, thereby pushing “enlightened American capitalism along the road it has been following ever since: the road toward high wages, higher profits, and a car (or two) in every garage.” The humble little Falcon was thus cast as a champion in the Cold War battle for hearts and minds.


Ford’s new compact sedan enjoyed immediate success, selling more than a million units in its first two years.47 That turnaround brought Robert McNamara a promotion to the presidency of Ford Motors in November 1960, making him one of a handful of people from outside the family to hold that position.48 Yet he left the company less than a month later to join President John F. Kennedy’s administration as secretary of defense, where he applied his statistical control methods to Cold War policy overseas, most notoriously in the bombing campaigns of the Vietnam War. As a champion of efficiency, McNamara also went on to promote the US policy known as the National Security Doctrine in Latin America. It sought to protect the Americas against internal threats of communism and avoid the costs and risks of direct US intervention by funneling resources to the Latin American militaries, who were now charged with policing their own populations. Over the next three decades, this material and training support would undermine democratic institutions across the continent and have devastating consequences for civilian populations, who would suffer appalling human rights abuses at the hands of military and paramilitary forces.49 Ironically, the Falcon sedan that had begun as McNamara’s brainchild at Ford Motors later served as a key weapon and symbol of this military power and impunity in Argentina.


The Falcon’s success helped Ford Motors assert itself as a revitalized and integrated multinational corporation; between 1955 and 1962 it invested nearly $670 million in overseas operations, including a new manufacturing facility in Argentina.50 Ford also went back to producing flashier models as the American economy revived in the 1960s. The company’s new rising star, Lee Iacocca, dressed the Falcon up in 1964 by offering a convertible model, a move that reportedly enraged McNamara.51 He then launched the Mustang, a sportier two-door pony car that added stylish details like a longer hood and bucket seats to the Falcon’s unified frame design. With luxury options and a more powerful engine, the Mustang made the practical, family-oriented Falcon look dowdy by comparison. Within a year it had eclipsed its predecessor and become Ford’s best-selling car since the Model A. The company ended Falcon production in the United States in 1970.52


While the American love affair with the Falcon was short-lived, the car found more lasting success in smaller international markets with less buying power than the United States. First-generation Falcons were assembled briefly at plants in Australia, Canada, Mexico, Chile, and Argentina between 1959 and 1963. After that, full-scale Falcon manufacturing continued only in Australia and Argentina, two countries that shared certain broad characteristics. Both had large territories and relatively low population densities, especially in their vast interior regions. In both countries, governments were trying to overcome their historical dependence on agricultural exports by promoting industrial growth through policies that would encourage local car manufacturing.53 The Falcon enjoyed its longest run in Australia, where Ford’s subsidiary produced over three million vehicles under the Falcon brand until 2016, including not only sedans but wagons, utility vehicles (“utes”), and vans. Ford Australia also exported semi-assembled vehicles to South Africa, New Zealand, and Southeast Asia. Beginning in the 1970s, however, a series of style changes took the Australian models away from the original Falcon design, updating the car’s lines as automotive trends evolved over the decades.54


In Argentina’s more limited and volatile market, Ford manufactured just under half a million Falcons between 1963 and 1991.55 It may have been a more modest achievement than in Australia, but those sales figures made the Falcon the best-selling car model in Argentina’s manufacturing history. Ford’s Argentine subsidiary also offered local variants of the Falcon Rural station wagon and Ranchero pickup truck, and it exported vehicles to other Latin American countries like Chile and Cuba. In contrast with Australia, however, it kept design modifications to the bare minimum to control manufacturing costs, much as Volkswagen retained the original Beetle design over several decades. Aside from cosmetic changes such as modified grilles, headlights, and trim, late-model Argentine Falcons looked much like Robert McNamara’s original sedan.








AUTOMOBILITY



By locating the Falcon at the center of my analysis, I draw on a rich body of interdisciplinary research that takes the social and cultural lives of automobiles seriously.56 Over the past three decades, scholars have moved beyond treating cars merely as utilitarian machines or units of industrial output, counting them instead among the most culturally significant objects of the twentieth century. They have dissected the unique experience of automobility, or self-propelled movement, which was made possible by the spread of passenger cars. Some have mapped out how mass motorization reshaped landscapes and accelerated the flow of goods in an increasingly globalized economy, while others have examined how race, gender, class, and other social determinants shaped people’s access to the new experience of driving. Cultural analyses have examined the car’s representations in art, film, and literature and studied how proponents of automotive transportation associated the act of driving with nation-building projects and potent values like freedom.


In an influential article from 2004, sociologist John Urry proposed that these different aspects of the car’s history be understood as parts of an interconnected and dynamic system that he termed “automobility.” That system contained several elements: the mass production techniques and marketing strategies that underpinned mass motorization and propelled the global spread of some of the twentieth century’s most iconic corporations (such as Ford Motors and Volkswagen); the infrastructure of roadways, regulations, and governance created to facilitate the circulation of motor vehicles; the marshaling of vast natural resources including oil, rubber, and metals demanded by the automotive sector; the global consumer culture that expanded around cars and identified driving with positive values such as freedom and modernity; the primacy of automotive transportation over other forms of mobility (such as cycling or walking); and the spatial and ecological impacts of mass automobile use.57 Urry makes a convincing case that the automobile deserves more attention as a constitutive technology of twentieth-century globalization, and his definition of automobility has the virtue of bringing together the diverse processes that made cars so ubiquitous around the world by the end of the twentieth century.


At the same time, Urry’s definition of automobility as an autonomous and self-reproducing system could be considered deterministic and devoid of human agency. Political economist Matthew Paterson later amended it with a more historically grounded definition that leaves room for human action and keeps in sharper focus both the production and consumption sides of automobility.58 Paterson argues that, just as passenger cars gave drivers new experiences of speed and autonomy, automobility brought about a “speed-up” of capitalist accumulation. It did so through revolutionary new methods of industrial manufacturing centered on the moving assembly line, its drive to expand consumption and consumer credit, and its circulation of people and commodities across new frontiers. Rather than a closed system, however, automobility was shaped by the actions of diverse social actors. These included corporate interests, autoworkers and their unions, engineers, urbanists, advertisers, policy makers, tourism promoters, consumers, drivers, retailers, and more. The entire regime also faced multiple forms of challenge and contestation at different points along the chain from production to consumption. Workers resisted the intense pace of automotive manufacturing with slowdowns or sit-down strikes, citizens fought to prevent freeway projects from cutting through their neighborhoods, cyclists and transit activists pushed back against the car’s domination of city streets, and environmentalists denounced the destructive and polluting effects of the entire petroleum-driven system.


Empirical studies of automobility have also moved away from treating (white) US car culture, with its shopping malls and drive-in movie theaters, as the exemplar against which all other experiences of motorization should be measured. These include, for example, critical examinations of the risks of “driving while Black” in the United States, where racial segregation and violence have made driving a fraught experience for African Americans.59 Beyond North America, studies have examined communist automobility in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, where governments promoted vehicle manufacturing while rejecting the car’s associations with private property and consumerism.60 Studies of early twentieth-century Africa examine the car alongside other technologies of empire like the railway or telegraph used by colonial officials, missionaries, and adventurers to lay claim to the continent. The smaller size and greater versatility of motorized vehicles meant that they could more easily be appropriated by colonized people to assert their own identities and values.61 Australian historians Georgine Clarsen and Lorenzo Veracini have made a similar case for Australia as a model of “settler-colonial automobility,” where white settlers used motorized vehicles and road-building projects to claim possession over the landscape, but where alternative aboriginal car cultures also flourished.62


The Falcon sedan was conceived during an era of infatuation with the private automobile that is hard to imagine from the perspective of the twenty-first century. In the postwar era, economic recovery in Europe and North America brought expanded consumerism and a proliferation of futuristic car designs that ignited popular imaginations. In 1955, French philosopher Roland Barthes even went so far as to declare modern automobiles to be “the exact equivalent of the great Gothic cathedrals,” which had represented the pinnacle of architectural design in medieval Europe. Barthes was responding to the furor provoked by the launch of French automaker Citroën’s new DS at the Paris Auto Salon that year. The DS, pronounced déesse, or “goddess” in French, sported curving lines and rounded windows that set it apart from all other cars on display, making it look to Barthes like an object “from another universe.” Reflecting on the excitement it had provoked among the French public, he concluded that cars had become “the supreme creation of an era … consumed in image if not in usage by a whole population which appropriates them as a purely magical object.”63


The postwar years also saw governments around the world promote automotive manufacturing as the cornerstone to industrial modernization and economic development. Most countries trying to break into car production were forced to negotiate with multinational firms, just as Argentina’s government would use economic policies to prod Ford Motors to invest in a manufacturing facility outside Buenos Aires. Even if their pedigree was not entirely local, the vehicles produced in those new factories could still come to symbolize national aspirations and pride. Certainly, automakers went out of their way to nationalize their vehicles. In the 1970s, for example, Ford Motors subsidiaries in Australia and Argentina marketed the Falcon as “the Great Australian Road Car” in one country and “an Argentine Classic” in the other. Ford was no doubt taking a cue from its rival Volkswagen, which had used clever advertising to rebrand Hitler’s “Strength through Joy” car as the cute and harmless “Beetle” in the 1950s. As the German carmaker opened factories across the Americas, that same car morphed into a national icon in at least three different countries: the beloved “Bug” in the United States, the “Vocho” in Mexico, and the “Fusca” in Brazil.64


These transformations amounted to more than manipulation by advertising executives, however. Locals like Falcon taxi driver Alberto Lucas could also invest a vehicle of foreign provenance with their own meanings, appropriating it as an object of personal and social significance. Ethnographic studies have demonstrated how people from diverse cultures have anthropomorphized cars by decorating them, giving them names, and treating them as valued friends and family members.65 Cumulatively, such individual actions have contributed to the automobile’s cultural power and malleability across time and space. In one setting, like a white suburban neighborhood, a particular automobile like a high-end Cadillac might represent masculinity, ambition, and personal success. In another, like a remote aboriginal community in Australia, a car might function instead as a form of social property used collectively by community members to access sacred sites or hunting grounds.66 These many forms of appropriation point to what anthropologist Daniel Miller calls the car’s “humanity,” referring to its embeddedness within human relationships of power and meaning. “The car today,” he observes, “is associated with the aggregate of vast systems of transport and roadways that make the car’s environment our environment, and yet at the same time there are the highly personal and intimate relationships which individuals have found through their possession and use of cars.”67


That same intimacy can also make cars potent carriers of memory, both personal and collective. Material historian Leora Auslander has urged other historians to incorporate more physical objects into their research, arguing that objects communicate social and cultural meanings distinctly from written texts. As she puts it, “experiences come to be lodged in things,” whether these are royal scepters or family heirlooms.68 Auslander argues that certain kinds of objects, either handmade or mass produced, evoke such strong emotional and psychological responses that they provide insights into historical memory: the process by which people make meaning out of their past. Her own research focuses on personal possessions like furniture and clothing in moments of intense political violence, but her criteria apply just as well to automobiles. To function as memory cues, she observes, objects need to “engage all the senses, and especially the sense of touch.” The most meaningful items are “three-dimensional objects with which people come into bodily contact” and that are designed with attention to style or aesthetics.69 Midcentury passenger cars like the Falcon fit the bill perfectly. They were carefully designed by teams of engineers and stylists and promoted through marketing campaigns that charged them with meaning before they left the factory. They also fully enveloped their human users in sensory experiences including sounds, interior textures, views of the passing world, and the sensation of movement itself.70 As will be detailed below, Falcon promotional materials celebrated such sensory experiences. More grimly, they also registered vividly in the memories of those who survived death squad abductions during the dictatorship years.


The current volume does not offer a comprehensive examination of Argentine automobility, though it does aim to inspire further studies in that direction. Instead, it draws on the concept of automobility to analyze the Falcon as a central artifact of Argentina’s experiment with import substitution industrialization and the political struggles and violence that tore that project apart. Unlike other studies that have focused exclusively on the Falcon as a symbol of state terrorism in Argentina, it takes a broad perspective on the car’s mutations from the 1960s onward. These include its early identification with Cold War values of technological modernization and prosperity, the labor struggles and political violence that took hold inside the factory where the Falcon was produced, and the car’s redefinition as a tool of right-wing violence even before the military coup of 1976. In the post-dictatorship era, the Falcon emerged as a symbol of military impunity in artistic works that explored the legacies of military rule. Finally, the Ford survivors undertook extraordinary efforts to write themselves back into the Falcon’s history by exposing Ford Argentina’s complicity in their disappearances and reappropriating the car as a symbol of their own fight against impunity.








CHAPTER SUMMARIES



By focusing on Ford’s manufacturing operations in Argentina, Driving Terror seeks to expand understandings of how grassroots labor organizers experienced, remembered, and sought redress for the violence unleashed against them by both state and nonstate actors. It also pays attention to the broader cultural evolution of the Falcon itself as an artifact of memory and contestation. The narrative unfolds across six chronological and thematic chapters. Chapter 1, “The Falcon Family,” analyzes the Ford Motor Company’s history in Argentina from the early twentieth century to the 1960s, when the company established its first full-scale manufacturing plant there. It locates that investment within the context of President Arturo Frondizi’s “developmentalist” economic reform program and the Kennedy administration’s Alliance for Progress. The Falcon project was launched amid ambitious claims about Fordism’s promise for Argentina: that a heavy industrial economy based on car manufacturing would bring with it American technology, prosperity, and social stability. It reconstructs the “Falcon-mania” of the early 1960s, showing how this car came to be identified with the grand claims of progress characteristic of this period.


Chapter 2, “From Aristocracy to Insurgency,” tracks the political expectations that accompanied the growth of Argentina’s new automotive sector and related heavy industries in parts manufacturing and petrochemicals. Midcentury social scientists and policy makers predicted that workers in these new industries would pacify the broader Argentine working class because of the relatively high wages and benefits offered by multinationals like Ford. Aiming to calm the class divisions laid bare during the presidency of Juan Domingo Perón, President Frondizi and his advisers hoped the new autoworkers would form an “aristocracy of labor” that would turn Argentine workers away from class-based politics like Peronism and socialism. However, the expansion of heavy industry had unexpected political effects in Argentina, as it did elsewhere. Although workers at Ford Argentina’s plant remained mostly unorganized in the 1960s, by the end of that decade, observers were shocked to see other “new” industrial workers, including autoworkers, involved in major general strikes and even insurrections.


Chapter 3, “‘It Was Like a War,’” narrows its focus to the Ford factory in the province of Buenos Aires, describing union organizing efforts there from the late 1960s through the coup of 1976. The men who began to address concrete issues of safety and working conditions at the factory saw themselves as mainstream Peronist unionists functioning within a set of legally recognized labor institutions that dated back to the 1940s. However, they won their first victories in the early 1970s, a time of escalating polarization and political violence in Argentina, and a global crisis in the automotive sector. The chapter traces how these broader forces affected the Ford unionists and eventually culminated in the military occupation of the factory and the mass disappearance of its leading union activists.


Chapter 4, “Driving Terror,” analyzes the Falcon’s significance as an instrument of state terrorism during the dictatorship years. The junta’s systematic use of extrajudicial kidnapping, or “disappearance,” as a tool of repression has been well documented over the years. So has the national network of clandestine detention centers where those prisoners were detained and tortured.71 Unmarked Ford Falcons were used in most of these kidnapping operations. Drawing on the automobility literature, this chapter investigates why cars were so important to the junta’s strategy and why the same qualities that made the Falcon popular with Argentine consumers also made it an ideal tool of state terrorism.


Chapter 5, “Survivors and Citizens,” returns to the story of the Ford workers abducted in 1976, following their efforts to rebuild their lives after their release from prison a year later. It also examines the steps they took to share their stories and seek justice after the military regime relinquished power to the civilian government of Raúl Alfonsín in late 1983. A small group of Ford survivors showed remarkable courage in testifying to Argentina’s National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons and petitioning the courts for redress in the early democratic transition era, a time of great uncertainty and continued military threats. The chapter also spells out the longer-term legacies of the dictatorship’s labor and economic policies, especially in the industrial neighborhoods that surrounded the capital.


Finally, chapter 6, “History, Justice, Memory,” carries the Ford story into the twenty-first century. It traces the long evolution of the court case launched by the Ford survivors against military officials and executives at Ford Argentina, culminating in their historic legal victory in 2018. It moves between local and transnational contexts to show how grassroots activism and legal innovation made this case possible in the context of evolving human rights norms. It also examines how different actors within Argentine society contributed to the outcome of the Ford case by exposing and investigating Ford Argentina’s ties to the military dictatorship as part of that country’s rich process of memory work. These included artists and activists who deployed the Falcon’s image as a symbol of impunity; progressive union activists who documented the junta’s attacks on organized labor; journalists, academics, and archivists who methodically pieced together hidden stories of labor repression; and lawyers who developed new strategies to address human rights crimes committed by nonstate actors. At the center of that story stood the Ford survivors themselves and their families, who remained steadfast over more than four decades in their efforts to achieve justice and to write their experiences into the historical record.


The tragic irony of this story is that those same families had once been inspired by the grand promises associated with the Ford Motor Company’s decision to manufacture vehicles in Argentina. They had sought work at Ford’s Pacheco plant because of the brand’s prestige, and because the relatively high wages and benefits offered them an avenue to domestic security through home ownership and a stable family income. In other words, they put their trust in the Fordist ideal that American opinion makers and propagandists identified with the “American dream” in the early Cold War era. Yet when they and other autoworkers organized to secure wages and working conditions comparable to those enjoyed in the United States, they attracted suspicion, surveillance, and ultimately, brutal violence. Like many people across Latin America in these years, their youthful aspirations for change made them prime targets of state repression, and they spent the rest of their lives trying to recover from that trauma and regain some of the rights they had once enjoyed. The Ford survivors and their family supporters eventually came to articulate their experiences as a profound betrayal: by the military authorities who oversaw their torture and detention, by their employers at Ford who blacklisted them, by their union bosses who failed to protect them, and by the judicial system that took so long to respond to their demands.


















CHAPTER ONE

The Falcon Family







He doesn’t sell cars. He sells ideas on wheels.


—JUAN JOSÉ SEBRELI, describing Ford dealer and soccer promoter Alberto J. Armando (1964)


In May 2008, a young family from Argentina took employees by surprise at the headquarters of the Ford Motor Company in Dearborn, Michigan, when they drove up unannounced in their 1981 Ford Falcon Rural Deluxe station wagon. Diego Percivaldi had overhauled the car’s engine and spent three years planning for this trip, fulfilling a dream long shared with his wife, Cecilia.1 He had driven for more than six weeks through eleven countries—a total distance of nearly ten thousand miles—in his wine-colored Falcon to make the pilgrimage to Ford. Cecilia and their three-year-old son, Tomás, had joined him for the last push through Mexico. While the family’s dedication puzzled Ford employees and local reporters in Michigan, it exemplified the kind of fanatical loyalty that the Falcon continued to inspire among its most committed fans in Argentina.2


Ford advertisers of an earlier generation would have celebrated the Percivaldi family’s brand loyalty. When Ford Motors began manufacturing the Falcon in Argentina in the early 1960s, they crafted an identity for the car that resonated with the period’s prevailing ideals of modernity, consumerism, and national economic development. Working with multinational advertising firm J. Walter Thompson (JWT), the corporation and its network of Argentine dealers used elaborate marketing strategies to cast the Falcon as the quintessential middle-class family sedan and the embodiment of national pride. Though designed as an economy compact for the US market, the Falcon was a large and expensive car by Argentine standards. With its spacious trunk and seating for six, it was big enough to introduce a new generation of respectable Argentine families to the pleasures of American-style car culture: Sunday picnics, shopping trips, and driving holidays. Ford used full-page print advertisements and television ads to emphasize the car’s rugged dependability and modern design. It even invested in a popular television series, La familia Falcón (The Falcon Family), which revolutionized Argentine television and demonstrated that the corporation was promoting an image of middle-class family life as much as it was selling a car.3




“LA FORD” IN ARGENTINA


Argentine consumers and racing enthusiasts already had a long-standing relationship with the Ford brand by the time of the Falcon’s launch. Both the Ford Motor Company and its advertiser, JWT, had deep roots in the country that dated back to the era of the Model T. They counted among the first American corporations to set up shop in Argentina, introducing commercial innovations such as franchising, market surveys, promotional events, and consumer credit to the local market in the early decades of the twentieth century.4 In doing so, they helped to shape Argentina’s early car culture and raise ambitions that the country might even take its place alongside the United States as a modern and motorized nation. By the time Ford Motors started selling the Falcon in Argentina, local consumers were well placed to grasp the rhetoric that equated the car with the original Model T.


At the turn of the twentieth century, Argentina had been the first country in Latin America to rank among the world’s fledgling motorized societies thanks to the enormous wealth generated by its export boom. A thinly populated frontier zone for most of the colonial period, the country built one of Latin America’s most prosperous export economies in the late nineteenth century, after elites used military force to put down regional rebellions and seize control of the Pampas region from indigenous peoples. The rich, loamy soil of the Pampas made Argentina into one of the world’s most fertile farming regions, and powerful families carved it into vast ranches (estancias) where they raised products for export: sheep for wool, and later wheat and beef cattle. The spread of steam shipping and then refrigeration transformed Argentina into Great Britain’s breadbasket as it became feasible to transport bulky foodstuffs across the Atlantic. Over two million people, mainly southern Europeans, migrated to Argentina between 1890 and 1914 to seek their fortunes, while the country’s landowning oligarchy entered the ranks of the global elite.5


The first cars in Argentina were fine European vehicles imported by those wealthy families. Early car owners here, as elsewhere, valued handcrafted automobiles as rarified luxury goods. For the Argentine oligarchs they also bore the “allure of the foreign,” the special cultural prestige that Latin American elites of the era attached to imported luxury goods like finely crafted furniture and Parisian fashions.6 By the 1910s, however, rapid commercial growth, immigration, and urbanization had given rise to a broader class of consumers such as retail merchants, bankers, doctors, and other professionals. American automakers soon came to dominate the local market, expanding access to car ownership with their more affordable models and consumer credit.7 Cars like the Model T were not only cheaper but also better suited to the Argentine landscape than European vehicles designed for shorter distances and more urban environments.


The Argentine market looked promising enough that in early 1914, the Ford Motor Company hired Santiago Gregorio O’Farrell, a lawyer and businessman from one of Argentina’s great landowning families, as its first sales agent in Buenos Aires.8 O’Farrell put the Model T on display in a downtown showroom and quickly won enough sales to warrant importing knockdown units: semi-assembled cars that were cheaper to ship. In 1916, Ford rented a former cigar factory, where staff mounted tires and added finishing touches to the imported Model Ts. Demand soared as World War I blocked European imports, and in 1922 the company opened a custom-built assembly plant that occupied a full city block in the neighborhood of La Boca, adjacent to the city’s port and railheads.9 By the end of that decade, Ford boasted nearly three hundred dealerships around the country, and a popular slogan claimed that “eight out of every ten cars” circulating in Argentina was a Ford.10


As the first American advertiser to follow US corporations into foreign markets, the J. Walter Thompson Company opened its own Buenos Aires office in 1928. At the time, however, it provided services to Ford’s main rival, General Motors. Since Ford sold only the Model T until 1928, it did not yet rely on sophisticated marketing. By contrast, under Alfred P. Sloan’s leadership, General Motors was pitching a wide range of cars to different classes of buyers in the United States and around the world.11 Two agents in Buenos Aires began importing unassembled Chevrolets from GM in 1922, and the corporation opened its own office three years later. It built an assembly plant in the neighborhood of Barracas and started offering models ranging from the modest Chevy all the way up to the Buick and Cadillac.12




[image: Rows of Model T Ford cars parked in front of the multistory assembly plant building with several large windows and a tall square tower topped by a pyramid hip roof on the right.]

Figure 1. Ford Motors assembly plant in La Boca, Buenos Aires (ca. 1925). Public domain.






Argentina’s middle classes embraced the American automobile and its associations with freedom and modernity.13 Between 1920 and 1930, the number of vehicles in the country jumped nearly one hundred times, from 4,800 to 435,000.14 By the end of that decade, American cars accounted for well over 90 percent of the local market, and the two rival US carmakers became the first companies ever to operate nationwide retail services and advertising campaigns across Argentina.15 In fact, at one point in the 1920s Argentina ranked fourth worldwide in per capita automobile consumption, ahead of Britain, France, and Denmark: a startling rate given the country’s rudimentary road network and total dependence on imports.16 As historian Ricardo Salvatore observes, even though carmakers targeted only the top quarter of the population, deemed wealthy enough to buy an automobile, the relatively high number of private vehicles put Argentina “a step ahead of the rest of Latin America on the road to mass-consumer modernity.”17 It also added to Argentines’ sense of their own exceptionalism relative to their Latin American neighbors.








CRIOLLO CAR CULTURE



Through the first half of the twentieth century, a unique car culture evolved in Argentina that combined US precedents with local characteristics. The Argentine Automobile Club (ACA) served as the conduit linking local driving enthusiasts, foreign carmakers, and policy makers in the interwar period. Founded in 1904 as an elite social club, its membership exploded in the 1920s when local car sales were booming, and representatives of US automakers figured prominently in its leadership.18 The ACA promoted automobility in Argentina as a broad social good by organizing car exhibits, publishing maps and tourist guides, and fostering motorsports as a form of mass entertainment, emulating the distinctive car culture that was then taking shape in the United States.19 Car importers, oil companies, and driving clubs lobbied governments for investments in road and tourism infrastructure. “Our Republic needs three things,” repeated the ACA leadership in print messages: “Roads, roads, and roads.”20 A Ford advertisement from 1925 invited potential buyers to experience the pleasures of car tourism: “There are so many beautiful places near the city that you and your family have not visited,” it stated. “Buy a Ford and get to know all the city’s neighborhoods and the picturesque locations on its outskirts.”21 In fact, the ACA built campground facilities to introduce Argentine drivers to American-style nature holidays and promoted the idea of a Pan-American highway system that would tie the countries of the Americas closer together.22


Such efforts amounted to more than the imposition of American values on passive Argentine consumers.23 Companies like Ford Motors, General Motors, and Standard Oil actively promoted the idea of an authentic Argentine driving culture as they sought to identify their own brands with what they deemed to be local values.24 American business interests were keenly aware that many Latin Americans feared and resented growing US power over the continent. Although Argentine intellectuals were generally confident that distance protected them from direct US imperialism, they denounced American interventions in the Caribbean and Central America. Employees at JWT discovered “an intense and widespread reaction against American foreign policies” and US oil interests in a 1929 survey of the local press.25 They took pains to minimize the associations between their products and aggressive American imperialism by identifying US brands with what they deemed to be “authentic” Argentine culture. This strategy would be central to the Falcon’s marketing decades later.


American advertisers tapped into a new rhetoric of Argentine nationalism in the early years of the twentieth century, a time of mounting anxiety about the pace of social and political change. As Buenos Aires became one of the world’s largest and fastest-growing cities, writers and statesmen became nostalgic about criollo (creole), or rural, traditions rooted in the colonial and early independence eras. They turned to an idealized image of the countryside as home to the nation’s “true” identity and to the rural gaucho, or cowboy, as the embodiment of Argentine virtues such as ruggedness and independence.26 Like other nationalist ideals of the era, the gauchesco genre was full of irony and contradiction. Educated Argentines began to wax poetic about the gaucho lifestyle after the export boom had done away with it. The expansion of capitalist agriculture for export that underpinned the wealth of the national oligarchy had wiped out the original gaucho way of life and pushed the landless rural population into the status of dependent laborers. Nevertheless, the literary figure of the gaucho came to the fore just as American admen began looking for national symbols to attach to their products.27 For example, JWT helped General Motors attract crowds to Buenos Aires’s first-ever auto show by offering a Chevy Phaeton sedan as a door prize. Adman Russell Pierce chose the traditional Spanish-style Teatro Cervantes as the venue for the event and draped the walls with paintings of what he deemed to be “typical” rural landscapes as backdrops for the Chevrolet vehicles on display.28 Decades later, JWT would use similar strategies to market the locally manufactured Ford Falcon as an “Argentine classic,” identifying it with iconic tourist landscapes and clichés of national culture.


Ford Motors and Chevrolet also invested in motorsports at a time when the Argentine state began promoting auto racing as a tool of national unification. Private car clubs had been running overland Gran Premio races since 1910, copying the long-distance “raids” that were popular in Europe. Torrential rains, impassable mud, and accidents transformed the first Gran Premio into “an odyssey that tested the durability of machines and drivers alike.”29 In this early era of racing, intrepid drivers and mechanics adapted their vehicles to build speed, adding extra fuel tanks and exhaust systems, tinkering with shock absorbers and brakes. Many of them lost their lives in ghastly accidents.30 Thus emerged a kind of mythology of the criollo driver: the rugged, masculine traveler who, just like the gauchos of the past, relied on ingenuity and courage to survive in the punishing Argentine interior.


The Ford and Chevrolet teams came to dominate Argentine motorsports after the federal government began regulating overland racing in 1937 to promote its national road-building program and foster a greater sense of national unity. In the new sport of “road touring,” or Turismo Carretera (TC), teams had to drive ordinary consumer vehicles and complete long overland routes in each of the nation’s provinces while following everyday traffic rules and maintaining a maximum speed of seventy-five miles per hour. The government used the TC to promote long-distance driving as a key to national unification, staging events that were exciting enough to draw crowds but safe enough to reduce accidents. The highly publicized races allowed fans to travel vicariously across distant landscapes, from the mountains and foothills of the Andes to the tropical forests of the northeast and the windy, treeless expanses of Patagonia. They helped “machines, drivers, and the broader public” not only discover new regions of the country but “take possession of the national territory.”31 Ford and Chevrolet came to dominate Turismo Carretera as racing became more expensive and technically demanding, initiating a decades-long rivalry that attracted fan loyalties comparable to those of Argentina’s great football clubs.32 It was another way to foster enthusiasm about automobiles and identify their brands with local culture and aspirations. The Ford team dominated the TC through midcentury, and its two main drivers, brothers Oscar and Juan Gálvez, became national celebrities.33


By the 1930s, Argentina had developed most of the basic institutions associated with automobility: car clubs, a network of service stations and tourism facilities, an active racing circuit, and a federal road-building program modeled heavily on US precedents.34 The state, media, and civil society groups all promoted driving as a positive good that served the national interest. While American automakers dominated the local market, they deferred to Argentine sensibilities by identifying their own progress with that of the nation. Yet the Depression and World War II exposed the weaknesses in Argentina’s system of automobility, which was missing one crucial element: car manufacturing. The country remained dependent on imports of cars and fuel to sustain the infrastructure of a motorized society, and Argentine automobility suffered a serious shock when the Depression closed off access to foreign markets. In 1930, per capita vehicle ownership collapsed back to one-quarter of what it had been in the early 1920s and remained stagnant for the next three decades.35 Ford Motors shut down its assembly plant in La Boca. The breakdown of international shipping and the American turn to military production during World War II further hampered imports of vehicles and parts, and severely limited access to petroleum. The pleasures associated with American-style car culture that had appeared so tangible in the 1920s receded beyond the reach of most Argentine consumers for years to come.








DREAMS OF AUTOMOTIVE DEVELOPMENT



Argentina’s automotive ambitions revived in the middle of the twentieth century as part of the global economic recovery that followed World War II. In 1957, Ford Motors resumed assembling vehicles at its plant in La Boca. In the next five years it founded a new Argentine subsidiary, Ford Argentina SCA, and built its first full-scale manufacturing plant outside the capital city. In 1963, the new factory unveiled its first Falcon sedan: the first “Big Three” American car ever to be fully built in Argentina. Ford spared no expense in promoting the Falcon through special events, print ads, and television programming with the help of the J. Walter Thompson Company, which had taken charge of Ford’s global advertising after the war. Before examining the branding strategies that defined the early Falcon for Argentine consumers, however, it is worth taking stock of this midcentury moment from a southern perspective. Just as cars had become totems to American exceptionalism in the early Cold War era, automotive manufacturing had come to symbolize growing ambitions for economic development and prosperity in Argentina.


By midcentury, the cars driving on Argentina’s roads were, on average, sixteen years old, and the country had lost its position of leadership as Latin America’s most motorized society.36 Neighboring Brazil had taken concrete steps to promote automobility under its modernizing president Getúlio Vargas (1930–1945, 1951–1954), who expanded the country’s road network, instituted a national traffic code, and promoted local steel production. While Argentine neutrality had damaged the country’s relations with the United States during World War II, Brazil’s support for the US war effort had brought American investment and technological expertise that helped the country inaugurate Latin America’s first modern steel mill at Volta Redonda in 1946. President Juscelino Kubitschek (1956–1961) later built on these precedents by using tariffs and incentives to entice multinational automakers to build factories in Brazil, making it the first Latin American country to manufacture its own cars.37


Argentine presidents Juan Domingo Perón (1945–1955) and Arturo Frondizi (1958–1962) followed Brazilian developments closely as they took their own steps to modernize the Argentine economy. The two leaders are often remembered as bitter rivals and political opposites: Perón, the military man and populist who built a political movement by mobilizing Argentine workers, versus Frondizi, the middle-class intellectual who championed foreign investment.38 However, they shared similar ambitions to remake their country and coincided on certain broad economic priorities. Both sought to overcome Argentina’s historical role as a producer of raw materials for the global market, though without dismantling the country’s agricultural export sector or challenging the capitalist system.39 Although the 1930s Depression had prompted politicians to offer more support to local industry with some tariffs and foreign exchange controls, Perón and Frondizi were also the first to break fully with earlier laissez-faire policies.40 They saw industry as the solution to Argentina’s economic and social woes. Like modernizing reformers in other parts of the postwar world, they championed automotive manufacturing for its symbolic value as “the sine qua non for advancement into the ranks of the developed nations.”41


This shift was part of a global rethinking of economics in the aftermath of the “age of catastrophe,” when two world wars and the Depression swept away the nineteenth-century economic order based on European dominance and unregulated free trade. New ideas emerged around the world at midcentury about the state’s responsibility to promote citizens’ well-being and protect both economic and social stability. In Europe, Keynesian economists brought in new market regulations and social welfare policies to safeguard their economies against the extreme crises that had fueled the rise of fascism and Nazism. In Africa and Asia, decolonization activists denounced colonial policies that had funneled their natural resources out to the industrialized nations; they promised that political independence would deliver a better standard of living to their people by orienting economies toward local priorities. In Latin America, the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe), a United Nations office established in Santiago de Chile in 1948, became an incubator for debates about economic nationalism and industrial development. Through the midcentury years, governments across the continent experimented with solutions to endemic problems of inequality, economic backwardness, and instability. These ranged widely, including market-based efforts to attract foreign investment, social policies like the short-lived Guatemalan land reform, national populist programs of wealth redistribution, and full-scale revolution and socialism in the Cuban case.42


For reformers in Latin America, expanded US investment in the postwar years brought new opportunities for capital and technology transfer, but it also revived anxieties about US influence and power, fears that only deepened after the CIA-backed coup in Guatemala in 1954 and the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961. Latin American political leaders had to negotiate these new prospects and hazards as they promised their citizens economic growth and improved living standards. In Argentina, both Perón and Frondizi sought partnerships with foreign automakers and oil companies to increase their country’s industrial capacity, and both faced criticism from political opponents who accused them of selling out the national interest. In fact, Frondizi boosted his own political career by denouncing Perón’s contracts with US oil companies in the early 1950s.43 Yet, once in the presidency, he deepened foreign investment and partnerships with multinational corporations, especially from the United States.


Consumer goods became highly politicized within this context as promises of economic reform raised broad expectations about what it meant to live a good life in a modern society.44 This process began during the presidency of Juan Domingo Perón, the first modern head of state in Argentina to attack traditional symbols of privilege and champion working people as the backbone of the nation. Perón’s government quickly delivered material benefits such as rent controls, wage hikes, and year-end bonuses that boosted the real incomes of urban workers after he took office, and his early economic policies favored local industries that provided the basic consumer comforts valued by the poor: affordable clothing, foodstuffs, and household appliances. These policies generated a new kind of Peronist material culture by imbuing commodities with special cultural and social meanings. As historian Eduardo Elena has observed, “everyday objects—from an imported Frigidaire to a child’s Christmas toy, a humble hunk of cheese to a brand-name motor scooter—became freighted with significance as competing symbols of elite selfishness and social justice, populist excess and national progress.”45
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