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“Reid Andrews’ book is an excellent
reconstruction of the history of the black
population in Buenos Aires. Every
chapter marshalls new facts and delivers
them with marvelous verbal economy yet
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so thoroughly documents the successes,
the failures, the problems, and the
cultural impact of an Afro-American
group within the context of its local
society.”
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George Reid Andrews has given us a
major revision and reconstruction of black
history in Argentina since the time of in-
dependence, making an exciting and im-
portant contribution to both Latin Ameri-
can and Afro-American history. Along the
way, he explodes long-held myths, solves a
major historical mystery, and documents
contributions of blacks to a society that
has, in its pursuit of “‘whiteness,”” virtually
denied their existence.

While historians have devoted much at-
tention to Afro-Latin American slavery of
the colonial period, Andrews is among the
first to examine the history of the post-
abolition period. He illuminates the social,
economic, and political roles of black peo-
ple in the evolving societies of the national
period, effectively destroying the myths
that the Afro-Argentines virtually disap-
peared over the course of a century, that
they played no significant role in Argen-
tine history after the independence, and
that they were quietly and peacefully in-
tegrated into the larger society. While
similar studies have been carried out for
the black experience in the United States,
this is the first such attempt for any
Spanish American country.

In 1778, blacks constituted thirty per
cent of the population of Buenos Aires. By
1887, according to official figures, that
number had fallen to two per cent. This
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The Riddle of the
Disappearance

“Negros en Buenos Aires no hay”—there are no blacks in Buenos
Aires. So the natives of the city, the portefios, tell their visitors, and so it
appears. One can roam through the crowded downtown districts for
blocks without seeing a single black man or woman. Indeed, a traveler
arriving in Buenos Aires after passing through other countries in Latin
America cannot help but be struck by the European appearance of the
population in this corner of the continent. Though the city’s ethnic
composition appears to be altering somewhat as the result of a stream of
migration from Paraguay, Bolivia, and the Argentine interior, areas in
which Indians and mestizos form a larger proportion of the ethnic mix,
the capital’s population retains a decidedly European tone. One would
be forced to concur with his portefio host—there are no blacks in Buenos
Aires.

But if he were to remain in Buenos Aires for an extended stay, the
traveler or tourist would become gradually aware that this blanket
statement is not entirely true, that indeed there are some blacks in
Buenos Aires. Though he might see no more than one or two per week in
the central areas of the city, he might by chance stumble on the Afro-
Argentine neighborhoods in the outlying areas of Barracas, Flores, and
Floresta. If he were to spend any time in the Boca, the working-class
neighborhood near the port, he could not miss the black people that one
frequently sees in the streets there. And if our hypothetical tourist were
to visit some of the city’s historical museums, he would become aware
that even if there were no blacks in Buenos Aires today, there most defi-
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nitely had been in the past. In the paintings to be found in those museums
he would see black people appearing time and again alongside the whites
of the city, simultaneous witnesses and creators of the city’s colonial and
nineteenth-century past.

At that point one would be tempted to ask why there are now so few
blacks in Buenos Aires. They were obviously there in the past in sizable
numbers—what happened to them, where did they go? Two of the best-
known English-language histories of Argentina pose precisely that
question. Writing in 1945, Ysabel Rennie described the disappearance of
the Afro-Argentines as “one of the most intriguing riddles of Argentine
history.” Twenty-five years later, James Scobie observed that ‘“the
disappearance of the Negro from the Argentine scene has puzzled
demographers far more than the vanishing of the Indian.”! So intriguing
is the question that in 1974 the North American magazine Ebony sent a
staff member to Buenos Aires to gather material for a story on
“Argentina: Land of the Vanishing Blacks.”’?

The process of vanishing was a rather abrupt one, not really starting to
take effect until the 1850s. The 1778 census of the city showed that black
people constituted 30 percent of the population, 7256 out of 24,363.
The 1810 census indicated that the percentage of blacks in the city
remained constant in the intervening 32 vears: in 1810 Afro-Argentines
numbered 9615 out of a total population of 32,558.* By 1838 the black
population had grown to 13,967, though in relative terms it accounted
for only a quarter of the city’s total.® But by 1887 (during the intervening
half-century no municipal censuses recorded information on race), the
process of disappearance was well advanced. By that year the Afro-
Argentines had dropped to a mere 8005 out of a total population of
433,375, less than 2 percent® (see Table 5.1, page 66),

Readers seeking an explanation for this decline will find no dearth of
material. The body of historical commentary on the Afro-Argentines’
disappearance has been more than a century in the making and is
correspondingly extensive. It can be synthesized into four basic themes
concerning the black population’s demise.

Perhaps the most frequently reiterated argument is that the b]acks
were wiped out in the wars which wracked nineteenth-century
Argentina,” Drafted in large numbers into the revolutionary armies that
battled the Spanish, Afro-Argentine soldiers then fought successively
against the Indians, the Brazilians, and the Paraguayans, as well as in
the country’s interminable civil wars. According to this explanation, by
1869, the end of the Paraguayan War, thousands of Afro-Argentine
soldiers had been killed in battle, had died of sickness while cam-
paigning, or had been disabled in service. The resulting lack of males
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made it virtually impossible for the black population to recoup its
battlefield losses.

This explanation is closely associated with the second, that of
mestizaje, or race mixture.® Faced with a shortage of black men, and
allegedly wishing to produce lighter-skinned children for purposes of
upward social mobility, black women turned to white men as sexual
partners. This argument combines the near-elimination of the black
males with the heavy post-1850 influx of European immigrant males in
a logically appealing explanation for the decline of the Afro-Argentines.

A third argument focuses on the low birth rates and high mortality
rates suffered by the Afro-Argentines.” Occupying the lowest rungs on
the social and economic ladder, the city’s blacks were unable to procure
decent housing, nutrition, clothing, and medical care for themselves.
They therefore succumbed in greater numbers and at earlier ages than
the whites. This was supposedly a chronic condition throughout the first
half of the nineteenth century and reached its culmination in the yellow
fever epidemic of 1871, a catastrophic event in the city’s history, and
one which is frequently blamed for dealing the coup de gréce to its black
population.

A fourth and fairly obvious explanatlon is the decline of the slave
trade. The abolition of the trade in 1813 allegedly marked the end of the
large-scale importation of Africans into the country. Lacking new
arrivals to make up the losses described in the previous paragraphs, the
black community was doomed to gradual extinction.

These explanations, which have been repeated by Argentine historians
and foreigners writing on Argentina for the last one hundred years, are
logical, coherent, and eminently reasonable. Indeed, there is only one
criterion that they fail to meet: little or no effort has been made to prove
them. This book began as an attempt to put those explanations to the test
and see to what extent they were verifiable using the primary
documentation available in Argentina’s archives and libraries. As
originally conceived, this study was to cover the demographic history of
Argentina’s entire black population, but time and practicality argued for
confining the research to a more limited area. A number of factors made
Buenos Aires the logical site. First, the city’s importance as a slave-trade
center for southern South America and consequently its large black
population were obvious reasons for choosing the capital. Doubtless
because of the concentration of black population there, the bulk of the
secondary literature on the Afro-Argentines deals specifically with the
blacks of Buenos Aires. Second, the capital offered a body of sources not
readily available in the interior. Several reasonably good censuses of the
city survive for the 1800-1860 period, as well as annual demographic
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and statistical reports issued by the provincial government between
1822 and 1825 and between 1854-and 1880. Also, military records
essential to such a study were located in the capital and were especially
complete for material concerning recruitment and disposition of troops
from Buenos Aires city and province. Indeed, the concentration of
libraries and archives in the capital meant that access to virtually all
secondary and primary material on the Afro-Argentines would be easiest
in Buenos Aires.

As this study proceeded, it became clear that the traditional ex-
planations have serious shortcomings. Though true in part, they are true
only in part, and they distort the history of the Afro-Argentines in
surprising and unexpected ways. Demographic distortions in turn form
part of a larger phenomenon, that being the obscuring, be it intentional
or unintentional, of the role of the Afro-Argentines in their nation’s
history. As the North American historian Leslie Rout discovered while
conducting research on the country’s black population, one can read the
major histories of Argentina and catch only the most fleeting glimpses of
its black men and women.'® Much is made of their role as common
soldiers, but there is only passing mention of those black men who rose to
be officers commanding battalions and regiments. Little is said about the
Afro-Argentines’ mutual aid societies, which predated those of the
immigrants. Nothing is said about the black writers, artists, intellectuals,
and journalists who blossomed in the city in the nineteenth century. In
short, a reader relying solely on those histories for his understanding of
Afro-Argentine history would come away with a picture of failure and
despair, of a people dying and leaving no achievements or ac-
complishments as their memorial.

Clearly these basic inaccuracies had to be corrected before the
question of the disappearance could be resolved. Thus what began as a
study of a purely demographic phenomenon, the decline of the Afro-
Argentine population, grew into an attempt to reconstruct the true story
of the Afro-Argentine past in the areas of social, cultural, and military
history. It is also an attempt to explain what motivated the Argentines to
deny black people their rightful place in the record of the country’s past.

The historical case of the Afro-Argentines might be of little more than
passing interest were it not that similar disappearances of black people
from the pages of their countries’ histories have occurred in virtually
every Spanish American republic. Writing in 1970, Magnus Morner
observed that ““as far as Spanish America is concerned, historians seem
to lose all interest in the Negro as soon as abolition is accomplished. In
any case, he disappears almost completely from historical literature.”*!
In his book The African Experience in Spanish America, Leslie Rout
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returns to this theme time and again. He finds that in Chile there is “‘an
almost total disinterest of national researchers in the Afro-Chilean since
emancipation.” In Venezuela, “national historians and sociologists who
deal with racial issues have displayed a remarkable propensity to limit
the focus of their investigations to the pre-1854 years. In fact, no
comprehensive study of postabolition racial conditions and policies
seems to have been published.” In Colombia, “‘not one of these scholars
[writing on Afro-Colombian history] takes his investigation past the year
1852.” In conclusion, Rout finds that while several Spanish American
nations have rehabilitated the Indian as a mythic symbol of resistance
against colonial and neocolonial aggression, “there is no desire to add
another group to this category, or to delve into the issue of African
cultural contributions.”'?

The case of the Afro-Argentines is therefore representative of a pattern
that affects Afro-Spanish Americans as a whole—an almost exclusive
focus on slavery and the colonial period is readily apparent from a
survey of recent publications on black history in Spanish America."® The
lack of studies on the postabolition period has frequently been ascribed
to problems of documentation. A number of Latin American countries
discontinued the use of racial labels in censuses and other documents
following independence. As a result, researchers working in national-
period archives find it difficult to identify individuals or groups as
Afro-Latin American. Indeed, a noted Mexican scholar has argued that
the disappearance of racial descriptions from Mexican documents in-
dicates a process of integration by which Afro-Mexicans were absorbed
into the larger population under conditions of relative equality with
other racial groups.**

Whatever the reasons behind it, this failure to examine the history of
Afro-Spanish Americans since abolition has formed an enormous ob-
stacle to our efforts to understand present-day patterns of race relations
in Latin America, how they vary within the region, and how they
compare to those found in other multiracial societies. As Magnus
Morner has argued on more than one occasion: “It is my belief that post-
Abolition conditions have been more crucial in molding the existing
patterns of race relations in the Americas than slavery in its various
forms. . . . post abolition problems, at the present time, appear to me as
the most urgent research task for historians interested in the problems of
socioracial inequality.”'* Certain historical processes were set in motion
by the decision to employ Africans as impressed laborers in the
American colonies. Those processes did not end or reach a resolution
when the masters freed their slaves. Rather, they entered a new and
different phase which was at once the heritage of the slave regime and its
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autonomous creation. An understanding of the slave societies is essential
to an understanding of current problems of race in the hemisphere, but
equally important, if not more so, is an understanding of the historical
evolution of race relations since the demise of slavery.

Thus, although it deals with slavery and the slave trade as they
manifested themselves in Buenos Aires, this study concentrates most of
its energies on the national period. In so doing it suggests that the dif-
ficulties of conducting research on Afro-Latin Americans since abolition
have been somewhat exaggerated and that in fact there is a rich variety
of sources and approaches available to the historian interested in in-
vestigating this topic.

It also seeks to contribute to a fuller understanding of race relations
throughout the Americas. Of necessity the book examines a series of
questions relevant not just to Buenos Aires but to the rest of the
hemisphere as well, such as postabolition demographic trends, ave-
nues of upward mobility for black people, their position in the class-
based societies that formed in certain South and North American cities
toward the end of the nineteenth century, the mechanisms for com-
munity mobilization and organization, and so on. I have attempted to
draw frequent comparisons between the historical experience of Buenos
Aires and those of other North and South American countries; several
sections, such as the analysis in Chapter 5 of the questionable accuracy
of the city’s nineteenth-century censuses, or the discussion in Chapter 6
of Argentine racial ideology, benefited greatly from the results of
previous research conducted by scholars working in Brazil, the United
States, and elsewhere. Chapter 11 attempts to pull together some of the
major threads of the book and to view the Afro-Argentines in explicitly
comparative perspective. It is my hope, then, that this volume will
illuminate not only the sadly neglected history of the Afro-Argentines,
but will also shed some light on the past and present of all Afro-
Americans, both North and South.

Before turning to the Afro-Argentines, some clarifications of ter-
minology are in order. “Black’ in the United States has come to mean
any person with visible African ancestry, regardless of whether that
ancestry is pure or mixed with other races. The word will be used in that
sense throughout this work. Students of Latin America are aware that
Spanish Americans and Brazilians make a distinction that is not often
observed in the United States, namely between people of pure African
descent and people of mixed racial ancestry. The Argentine words used
to label these two groups will be used to distinguish between them. Thus
a person of pure African descent will be called a moreno; a person of
mixed descent, regardless of whether the mixture is with Europeans,
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Indians, or both, will be called a pardo or, in the English usage, a
mulatto. These two words came into use throughout Spanish America
during the late colonial period to replace the harsher negro and
mulato.'® ““Afro-Argentine” will be used interchangeably with “black,”
though occasionally a distinction will be made between foreign-born
black people (e.g., Africans or Brazilians) and native-born Argentine
blacks. In those instances the more narrow use of the word should be
clear.

A glossary of Spanish terms appears in the reference material at the
back of the book. Spanish terms are italicized only at their first oc-
currence in the text.



2

The Setting

The history of the Afro-Argentines cannot be explained and com-
prehended in isolation from the history of the city and province of
Buenos Aires. The lives of individuals and groups do not unfold within a
vacuum. People live within their environments, and the boundaries of
their lives are defined by those environments. In seeking to explain the
historical experience of the Afro-Argentines, and how and why that
experience was similar to or different from those of other peoples in
other times and places, it is essential to have a basic understanding of the
setting in which the black people of Buenos Aires lived and worked,
fought and died."

Buenos Aires is the name of the largest and wealthiest of Argentina’s
twenty-two provinces. Bounded on the east by the Atlantic Ocean and on
the north by the huge freshwater bay known as the Rio de la Plata, it
occupies more than seven hundred miles of coastline and extends at its
widest point approximately four hundred miles inland. Its total land
area is 118,800 square miles, roughly the same size as Belgium, the
Netherlands, and West Germany combined. The province’s predominant
physical characteristic is the world-renowned pampa, the flat grassy
plain which forms a tremendous expanse of some of the richest
agricultural soil in the world.

Buenos Aires is also the name of Argentina’s capital and largest city.
Although located within Buenos Aires province, since 1880 Buenos Aires
city has functioned as a separate and autonomous administrative unit,
the nation’s Federal District. The current population of Greater Buenos
Aires (the Federal District and its suburbs) exceeds eight million,
representing nearly a third of the total population of the country.

10
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The city was initially founded in 1536, abandoned five years later,
and then permanently reestablished in 1580. Its settlers believed that its
location on the shores of the Rio de la Plata and at the mouths of the
Uruguay and Parand rivers would make the city southern South
America’s major Atlantic port. Unfortunately, the flatness of the
province’s terrain is particularly unrelieved around Buenos Aires city,
and the settlers soon discovered that the bay’s bottom is essentially a
continuation of the pampa. Since it therefore drops off only very
gradually, anchorages close to the city were impossibly shallow until
port works were completed in the 1890s. Visiting ships were forced to
anchor a mile or two out in the bay, and goods and passengers were then
transported to the docks in horse-drawn carts with enormous wooden
wheels.

Spanish colonial policy further inhibited the city’s development. The
Crown sought to maintain strict control over trade with its colonies, and
one way that it did so was to permit only four of its American ports to
engage in European commerce. Despite Buenos Aires’s advantageous
location, it was not chosen to be one of those fortunate cities. Nor did it
enjoy much political prestige. It formed one of the most peripheral
regions of the Viceroyalty of Peru, the capital of which was Lima,
several months’ journey from Buenos Aires. As a result, the city was
condemned to the status of imperial backwater until almost the end of
the colonial period, which lasted from about 1500 to 1810.

Like most Spanish American ports, however, Buenos Aires contrived
to participate in the trade with Europe, Africa, and the rest of the
Americas through both legal and illegal means. The city’s merchants
and administrators prevailed on the Crown to grant a number of special
permits for the port to receive a limited amount of trade during the
1600s and 1700s. More important in terms of volume and value was the
contraband traffic in all manner of merchandise. Royal attempts to
control it proved useless, mainly because it was so profitable that it
generated handsome bribes for the local law enforcement officials.
Illegal goods smuggled through Buenos Aires were marketed throughout
Argentina, Paraguay, Chile, and Bolivia.

Changing governmental philosophy, coupled with the realization that
Spain could not hope to control the booming contraband trade,
prompted the Crown to declare the colonies open to free trade in 1778.
Though this was limited free trade, confined to ships flying the Spanish
flag, it was a boon to Buenos Aires, which took on increased commercial
importance while it continued to conduct illicit dealings with foreign
merchants, chiefly Portuguese and English. Equally propitious for the
city’s development was the creation in 1776 of the Viceroyalty of la
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Plata, comprising the territory which now forms the nations of
Argentina, Bolivia, Paraguay, and Uruguay. Alarmed by Portuguese
and British military and economic incursions into the region, the Crown
made Buenos Aires the capital of this new administrative unit in hopes of
shoring up the defense of an unprotected flank. Those hopes were not
completely realized, but Spain’s policies did have the effect of rousing
Buenos Aires out of the enforced quietude of two centuries, Commerce
boomed, and the population grew by 50 percent between 1778 and 1810
as immigrants were drawn to the city by its new economic and ad-
ministrative importance. Europeans and Africans arrived in growing
numbers, the Europeans voluntarily and the Africans, of course, against
their will.

The collapse of the Spanish government caused by Napoleon’s in-
vasion of Spain in 1808 found a vigorous merchant oligarchy ready and
willing to fill the power vacuum in Buenos Aires. On May 25, 1810, the
town council officially assumed the authority previously exercised by the
viceroy, and six years later the Congress of the United Provinces of the
Rio de la Plata (supposedly representing the entire viceroyalty but in fact
boycotted by Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay, and several Argentine
provinces which had no desire to fall under portefio domination)
declared the region independent of Spanish rule.

The revolution initiated in Buenos Aires in 1810 was not finally won
until 1825. Fighting occurred across the river in Uruguay, and Spanish
troops based in Bolivia repeatedly invaded northwestern Argentina, but
Buenos Aires itself was spared the most direct effects of war. The city
entered the national period more or less unscathed, though with its
population depleted by the drafting of large numbers of men to fight the
Spanish.

The beginning of the national period found a seriously divided Argen-
tina. The country was really two countries, or, according to the think-
ing of some of the provincial governors, many little countries, each
province forming a separate entity. The basis of the conflict among the
provinces was Buenos Aires’s steadily strengthening economic position.
Situated on the Atlantic coast and possessing the country’s only ocean
port, Buenos Aires served as the shipping point for Argentine exports and
the receiving point for imports of immigrants, merchandise, capital. and
ideas. One of the driving forces behind the city’s quest for independence
had been its desire for free trade unhampered by colonial controls. Such
trade was all very well for Buenos Aires province, whose ranchers
quickly adjusted to producing cattle and sheep for the export trade, but
it was disastrous for the economies of the interior.
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These provinces had been colonized not from the sea, like Buenos
Aires, but rather by settlers traveling overland from Chile and Bolivia.
Enormous distances separated them from the coast; at the same time the
Andes made communication with Bolivia and Chile difficult. These
isolated areas had developed their own cottage industries to keep
themselves supplied with clothing, furniture, construction materials, and
so on. These goods were sufficient to satisfy local demand during the
colonial period, but they could not compete against the cheaper and
higher quality European manufactures that entered the country after the
colonial restrictions were removed. For a time the expense of shipping
goods inland by mule or wagon gave the interior some protection, and its
producers were able to retain their local markets. But they soon lost their
outlets in Buenos Aires and the littoral provinces, those located along the
Uruguay and Parana rivers and which therefore have navigable outlets
to the sea. In the second half of the nineteenth century, when expanding
railroads provided cheap transport to and from the interior, these local
producers collapsed completely. Imported British and German cloth
replaced domestic linen and woolens, Brazilian sugar replaced Tucumén
sugar, and French wines replaced the wines of Mendoza.

The growth of the Argentine-European trade wrought further changes
in the nation’s economy. During the colonial period the flow of trade had
followed an extended route stretching from Europe to Bolivia. The
wealth of the Bolivian silver mines attracted imports through Buenos
Aires, and though the capital reaped its profit from this commerce, the
trade also served to enrich the interior provinces of Cérdoba, Tucumaén,
Salta, and other way stations on the route. The decline of the silver
mines, the revolution’s disruption of trade with Spanish-controlled
Bolivia, the removal of colonial controls on imports, and a growing
willingness on the part of European merchants to accept hides and salted
meat in exchange for manufactures resulted in the marketing by Buenos
Aires of its own export goods in place of Bolivian silver. This direct trade
between the capital and Europe rendered the interior provinces com-
pletely dispensable and consigned them to a stagnation from which, to a
large extent, they have still not emerged.

The resulting conflict between Buenos Aires together with its hin-
terland (allied at times with the littoral provinces of Santa Fé, Entre
Rios, and Corrientes, whose river ports and fertile grazing lands made
their economic interests similar to those of Buenos Aires) versus the
interior forms the central political issue of nineteenth-century Argentine
history. Vestiges of it linger in the life of the country to the present,
though Buenos Aires is generally conceded to have won. The country
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divided itself into what appeared to be two factions, but which were
actually more than that. Those who supported a strong central govern-
ment were known as unitarians (unitarios). In reality they were
promoting Buenos Aires’s hegemony over the rest of the country, since
such a government would almost inevitably have to reside in Buenos
Aires and exercise authority from there. Unitarians also tended to
support free trade, liberal economic principles, and a republican form of
government. They were strongly influenced by the political thought of
the English and French Enlightenment and to a certain extent by the
political example of the United States. The federalists (federales), on the
other hand, favored a looser system of confederation in which a na-
tional government would handle foreign relations while the individual
provinces retained almost complete autonomy over their internal affairs.
Federalism as a movement was supported by the caudillos, the per-
sonalist military strongmen who ruled the interior provinces into the
second half of the century. It possessed almost as many schools of
thought as there were caudillos; just as it proposed a loose aggregation of
independent provinces in a weak confederation, as a political movement
it was an uncohesive movement in which the major leaders sought to
retain almost complete independence and freedom of action. Opposition
to the growing power of Buenos Aires was one of its few unifying themes.

The struggle between Buenos Aires and the interior was joined during
the very first years of independence. In 1816, delegates from the various
provinces had met in Tucumén to declare Argentine independence.
Shortly thereafter, the Congress and the Supreme Director of the United
Provinces of the Rio de la Plata moved to Buenos Aires. Falling under
unitarian control, the Congress promulgated the centralist Constitution
of 1819, which was offered to the United Provinces for approval. The
federalists rejected the document and invaded Buenos Aires the
following year. They easily defeated the demoralized portefos, initiating
a year of acute political instability in the capital. Eventually order was
restored, and by 1826 the Congress had recovered sufficiently to propose
another centralist constitution and to elect as president the unitarian
Bernardino Rivadavia. The federalist provinces threatened to invade
Buenos Aires again if it attempted to impose this constitution on the rest
of the country, so the project was abandoned and Rivadavia resigned
from office.

Despite its defeats, Buenos Aires was quietly laying the economic
foundation for its eventual victory over the rest of the country. Trade
with Europe continued to expand, as did the wealth of the province’s
agricultural establishments. By the 1820s Indians still controlled the
southern two-thirds of what is now Buenos Aires province, but there was
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no shortage of land on which to raise millions of cattle for the export
trade. Saladeros, the processing plants in which cattle were killed and
skinned and their meat salted, sprang up around the city and worked full
time preparing meat and hides for export. Ranchers also raised sheep for
wool and meat, but the primary exports were beef and hides. In the wake
of this expanding trade the city experienced important political and
economic change. Whereas urban merchants had been the unquestioned
elite of the city in the late colonial period, they were now joined and
competed against by the estancieros, the ranchers who were becoming
increasingly influential actors in provincial politics. The dominance of
the estancieros was confirmed by the provincial legislature’s election in
1829 of Governor Juan Manuel de Rosas, who took power in response to
the continuing political instability reigning in the province. He ended
that instability, but at great cost. His administrations, which lasted from
1829 to 1832 and from 1835 to 1852, were responsible for the death,
bankruptey, and flight into exile of thousands of portefios. Nominally a
federalist, Rosas borrowed heavily from the unitarians in constructing
his policies. For instance, the issue of the national customs house at
Buenos Aires had long been a sensitive one in Argentine politics. The
unitarians favored the retention of all customs proceeds by Buenos Aires
province, while the federalists argued that the money belonged to the
entire nation and should be divided equally among the provinces. Rosas
not only continued the unitarian practice of retaining all customs duties
for the province, but also blockaded the entrance to the Paran4 and
Uruguay rivers and demanded tolls of any ships enroute to the upriver
littoral ports.

Rosas spent thousands of dollars and lives in military campaigns
against the provinces of the interior and against Montevideo, the
competing trade entrepot on the Uruguayan side of the Rio de la Plata.
These military and political aggressions eventually resulted in his defeat
and subsequent banishment by an allied army commanded by the
federalist Governor Urquiza of Entre Rios province. But the dictator’s
rule had aroused even more opposition among the unitarians of Buenos
Aires province than it had among the federalists of the interior. When
repression made anti-Rosas political activity impossible in Buenos Aires,
thousands of portefios migrated to Uruguay to serve with the besieged
forces there. So bitter was the hostility between the dictator and his
enemies that, after his fall, his unitarian successors transformed his
memory into an almost mythic presence that formed the axis around
which Argentina’s nineteenth-century politics revolved. His name was
regularly trotted out and ritually abused every Independence Day, and
unpopular political programs were denounced as Rosista plots. Rosas
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became the political anti-Christ of unitarian-dominated Buenos Aires,
the symbolic representative of all the forces and ideas that were
anathema to the liberals of the province.?

The unitarians were guilty of considerable falsification and exag-
geration in their portrayal of Governor Rosas and his misdeeds, but
this was because the dictator was in fact the exponent and promoter of
many ideas diametrically opposed to their own. For instance, while the
unitarians looked to Europe for capital, immigrants, and ideas on how
best to develop their country, Rosas presented himself as the champion of
Argentine nationalism. He abandoned earlier unitarian efforts to attract
European colonists to the country, deliberately defaulted on British
loans to the provincial government, and successfully fought off French
and British efforts to blockade the port of Buenos Aires.

Even more threatening to the unitarians, however, was Rosas’s adept
use of the urban and rural non-elites as a base of political support.
Though Rosas initially served as a spokesman for the estancieros, he
rendered his political position almost impregnable by also cultivating
and winning the support of the province’s workers. In so doing he
became the first in a succession of Argentine populist leaders who have
always horrified the unitarians and their political descendants. As
previously mentioned, the unitarians were staunchly republican in their
political principles; they most assuredly were not democrats. While they
believed in free and regular elections, they wanted suffrage closely
restricted by stiff property requirements so that only men of the better
sort would be permitted to vote and hold office. Rosas observed these
rules the first time he won office, in 1829, At that time he was voted into
office by a legislature desperate to end the province’s chronic political
turmoil, and he took office entirely legally. But during this first term he
recognized the political necessity of forming a broad base of political
support in order to remain in power. Already enjoying the backing of the
cattlemen, he set to work capitalizing on the multiple discontents of the
workers of the capital and the countryside. The attention he lavished on
those sectors was amply repaid in 1833 by the popularly supported coup
that overthrew Governor Balcarce and paved the way for Rosas’s return
to power eighteen months later.

By enlisting the common people as part of his political apparatus,
Rosas violated two basic tenets of the unitarian creed. First, he bypassed
the normal electoral process and thus seriously undermined the
legitimacy of the republican institutions that the portefo liberals were
seeking to impose on the province and eventually, it was hoped, on the
rest of the country. Second, Rosas committed the unpardonable sin of not
only admitting but actively encouraging the masses to become par-
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ticipants in Buenos Aires’s political system. This participation was of a
limited and controlled sort, carefully overseen by a skilled political
manipulator who had no intention of allowing his supporters to get out
of control, but it was nonetheless participation, and therefore a radical
departure from the colonial and early independence periods, during
which the non-elites had had no voice in the political, economic, and
social decisions that determined how life was lived in the province of
Buenos Aires.

Describing the social composition of any Spanish American city
during the late colonial and early national periods is an imposing un-
dertaking, due mainly to the complex caleulus of race and ancestry,
ascribed social status, institutional affiliation, and economic position
that determined one’s place in the social hierarchy.? Historians seeking
to simplify the complexities of colonial social structure have described
an essentially dichotomous arrangement in which a small, closely
circumscribed elite ruled over the great mass of non-elites. This elite,
known in Buenos Aires as the gente decente, was readily recognizable in
any Spanish American society. Members of elite families shared a set of
attributes which clearly differentiated them from their social inferiors.
They were almost universally of white racial ancestry, or commonly
accepted as such. The town council and other official and semi-official
bodies were composed entirely of males from those families. Ties of
kinship and friendship (often cemented by the relationship of god-
parentage) bound the gente decente together—intermarriage among
them was commonplace. Economic ties complemented social ties,
members of the elite showing a marked tendency to conduct business
among themselves rather than with outsiders. In Buenos Aires, as in
many other colonial cities, their wealth was based mainly on commerce,
though by the end of the colonial period more large landowners and
saladeristas (owners of meat-processing plants) were pressing for ad-
mission into the society’s ruling stratum.*

A dichotomous description of Buenos Aires’s social structure makes
clear the sharp distinction between the gente decente and the non-elites,
the gente del pueblo, a distinction which was very much a part of the
portefio social reality. It has the unfortunate effect, however, of ob-
scuring the variety of strata and groups to be found among the non-
elites. Indeed, one of the most striking contrasts between the elite and the
non-elite populations of Buenos Aires city is the discrepancy between the
respective levels of cohesiveness among the two groups. The internal
relationships that bound together the gente decente produced a social
class with a high degree of solidarity and self-consciousness, well
organized and highly effective in defending its economic, social, and
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political interests. The gente del pueblo, on the other hand, consisted of a
fragmented, divided mass of individuals separated into competing social
groups by several determinants. One of the most important was race.
While the gente decente prided itself on its racial homogeneity, the non-
elites were divided into a bewildering variety of racial estates, codified
by Spanish colonial legislation and arranged in a carefully established
hierarchy. Whites cherished their racial status as their most precious and
inalienable asset, an inheritance which entitled them to unquestioned
legal superiority over nonwhites. Indians lived under special pater-
nalistic legislation which in some cases made them superior to black
people, in other cases, inferior. Free blacks had escaped the constraints
of slavery to occupy an intermediate position halfway between the slaves
and the whites. Racially mixed mulattoes and mestizos strove for the
privileges accorded white people, sometimes attaining them, sometimes
being rebuffed. At the bottom of the scale, the slave population endured
a social and legal status subordinate to those of all other estates.

Birthplace was another divisive force. European-born whites claimed
superiority over American-born whites. Native-born Afro-Argentines
had little in common with slaves newly arrived from Africa.

There was also substantial economic variation among the non-elites.
Many eked out a bare living through occasional day labor at unskilled
jobs, punctuated by periods of unemployment or underemployment.
Others worked on a more regular basis and achieved a more secure
economic base. The upper levels of the gente del pueblo, in purely
economic terms, were populated by the artisans, shopkeepers, inn-
keepers, and retailers who earned substantially more than the unskilled
or semiskilled laborers. These groups viewed themselves as higher in
status than the rest of the gente del pueblo, and phenomena such as the
artisans’ efforts to establish craft guilds in the period from 1780 to 1820
are indicative of their desire to set themselves apart from the masses. The
complexity of the divisions within the gente del pueblo becomes
abundantly apparent, however, in the history of the guilds, for these
abortive attempts to mobilize the non-elites failed due to ethnic and
racial conflict between the European and creole (native-born Argentine)
artisans and between the whites and the nonwhites.®

Lacking the cohesion and corporate self-consciousness that charac-
terized the elite, the urban and rural workers formed a passive, inar-
ticulate mass almost completely vulnerable to the controls exercised over
them by their superiors. Part of the genius of Governor Rosas was that he
was able to transform that mass into a potent political instrument that
he could then use on his own behalf. Under Rosas the non-elites became,
for the first time in the history of the province, a force to be reckoned
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with. According to the unitarian vision, Governor Rosas was the portefio
counterpart of the barbarous, violent caudillos of the interior, who used
loyal bands of gaucho (cowboy) retainers to seize and hold power.

Following Rosas’s fall the unitarians assumed control of Buenos Aires
province while the federalists retained the rest of the country. As a result
of this division Buenos Aires refused to join the Argentine Confederation,
formed by the other provinces in 1853. The port and its hinterland
remained aloof, waxing ever more prosperous on its gradually ex-
panding export trade and its control of the import trade. The Con-
federation soon found that Argentina simply could not survive as a
viable nation without the participation of its largest province. After
several pitched battles and prolonged negotiations, Buenos Aires con-
sented to join the rest of the provinces. In 1862 the portefio Bartolomé
Mitre was elected president of the Argentine Republic and the capital of
the nation was moved from Entre Rios province to Buenos Aires city,
where it has remained ever since.

The unification of the country at last permitted the unitarians to begin
the task of restructuring Argentina along the lines dictated by their
political, economic, and social philosophies. This remarkable ex-
periment in national planning was initiated by a group of leaders who
became known as the Generation of 1880, and, at least in the short run,
the experiment was extraordinarily successful. The unitarian program
was based on a conscious decision to integrate Argentina as fully as
possible into the world economy by exploiting the country’s fabulous
agricultural resources. Several technological advancements made the
second half of the century a particularly fortuitous time for taking such a
step. The introduction of wire fencing and new breeds of beef cattle in
the 1840s and 1850s had resulted in increasing rationalization of
Argentine beef production, but the processing of the meat continued to
present obstacles. Salted and dried beef did not appeal greatly to
European consumers, so exported Argentine meat went mainly to feed
slaves in Brazil and the Caribbean. The breakthrough of refrigeration in
the 1880s enabled Argentina to send chilled beef and mutton to Europe
in a much more palatable state. At the same time, the extension of
British-owned railroads deep into the pampas opened new areas for
agricultural exploitation, as did the anti-Indian campaigns of the 1870s.
Between 1872 and 1895 the amount of cultivated land on the pampas
increased by fifteen times; the value of exports quintupled.® North
American meat and cereal exporters viewed the Argentine boom with
trepidation.

The rapid growth of the export economy after 1870 wrought profound
changes in the capital. The Buenos Aires of that year differed only
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slightly from the city that had proclaimed its independence from Spain
in 1810. Although larger, having grown from 40,000 to 187,000, in
many ways it was still “the big village” that its inhabitants af-
fectionately called it. The downtown area was still small, most of the
city’s streets were unpaved and poorly drained, the buildings were one-
or two-story constructions in the colonial style, and the traditional social
relationships between the gente decente and the gente del pueblo sur-
vived essentially unchanged from the colonial period. Between 1880 and
1914 the Buenos Aires of old gradually dissolved, to be replaced by one
of the world’s great metropolitan centers. Income from the export boom
poured into the capital, and there it stayed. While the provinces of the
interior sank further and further behind in economic competition, the
national government invested enormous sums in port development in
the capital and in La Plata, the provincial capital thirty miles down
the coast. Large portions of Buenos Aires were demolished and rebuilt in
the styles of Paris and London. The great international banks and in-
vestment houses opened branches in Argentina to accommodate the
inflow and outflow of capital. Prices of agricultural land rose
dramatically, making millionaires of the province's ranchers and
catapulting them into a position of clear-cut superiority over the mer-
chants against whom they had so long competed. The fabulously
wealthy cattle barons built sumptuous mansions in Buenos Aires and
toured Europe regularly.

And, of course, the immigrants came. One of the unitarians’ fondest
dreams had been to replace the vagrant, lazy, racially mixed Argentine
masses (these loaded terms are used to illustrate the unitarian vision of
Argentine social reality) with hard-working, educated Europeans. This
had been part of the unitarian program ever since the declaration of
independence, but not until the 1870s and 1880s did policy makers
possess the power and resources actively to pursue such a goal. As in the
case of the export boom, the results of their programs exceeded their
wildest expectations. Between 1869 and 1895 the country’s population
more than doubled in size, from 1.8 million to 4.0 million; by 1914 it
had almost doubled again, to 7.9 million. The growth of the capital was
even more spectacular: from 187,000 in 1869 to 650,000 in 1895 to 1.5
million in 1914. By 1914, 30 percent of the Argentine population was
foreign-born, a proportion greater than that of the United States.
Though those immigrants and their descendants eventually distributed
themselves more or less evenly around the country, during the nineteenth
century they were heavily concentrated in the city of Buenos Aires. In
1869 almost half the foreigners in the entire country lived in greater
Buenos Aires, at a time when the capital accounted for only 12.9 percent
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of the national population. In 1895, 38.6 percent of Argentina’s im-
migrants lived in the capital.’

Despite this dramatic influx of immigrants, the city’s social structure
proved more resistant to change than its physical structure. The concept
of the gente decente, embracing probably not more than 5 percent of the
city’s population, remained very much in force.® Politics throughout the
1860-1916 period were conducted by parties controlled by the
traditional oligarchy, leading historians to dub this period in Argentine
history the Conservative Republic. The bulk of the population remained
effectively barred from direct political participation. This was the direct
result of the checks introduced into the political system by an elite who
had no intention of allowing another Rosas to capitalize on lower-class
discontent and come to power.

Nevertheless, changes were in the making. Perhaps most important,
the non-elites were becoming increasingly divided into incipient middle
and lower classes. Skilled craftsmen, white collar workers, owners of
small stores and businesses—these men and their families viewed
themselves as being on a significantly higher social plane than the day
laborers, port and construction workers, domestic servants, and in-
digents who consituted the bulk of the non-elite population. Those who
could afford to do so sought to establish their families in the genteel and
respectable conditions that would set them apart from their poorer
compatriots. Education for one’s children, an essential prerequisite for
high social status, was a priority item for upwardly mobile families. In
dress and behavior, the nascent middle class modeled itself closely on the
elite, whom the more optimistic among them aspired someday to join.

Mobility from the gente del pueblo into the gente decente remained
rare, but not as rare as it had been earlier. The leap from middle class to
upper class was not as long as from the working masses into the elite,
particularly when it was spread over two or three generations. Though a
successful Italian entrepreneur might find himself ineligible for mem-
bership in the Jockey Club, his son would probably be able to enter with
relative ease, providing that the family wealth had remained intact.

Much more common than movement from the middle class to the elite
was movement between the lower and middle classes. Though rigorous
studies of social mobility in nineteenth-century Buenos Aires remain to
be done, it appears that immigrant groups experienced considerable
upward and downward mobility over several generations. Transitions
among the various levels of the gente del pueblo produced a turbulent
social structure in which hopes of further upward progress sometimes
blinded members of the middle strata to the possibilities of class
organization.
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Still, by the end of the century class-based associations and
organizations had become increasingly active and important in portefio
social and political life. By the 1850s immigrant and native-born
workers were founding mutual aid societies based on the model of the
anarchist societies in Europe. By 1880 several small unions had been
formed and the first recorded strike in Argentina had occurred when
printers’ demands for higher wages and shorter hours were not met.
Strikes became widespread during the recession of the 1890s, and a
crippling general strike in 1902 prompted the government to declare a
state of siege in Buenos Aires and several other provinces. The founding
of the Socialist Party in 1896 and the Argentine Workers” Federation in
1901 marked the increasing organization and centralization of the
workers’ movement. Meanwhile the middle class, squeezed by the in-
flation and recessions of the 1890s and frustrated in its hopes for a more
active role in the country’s political life, banded together to form the
Radical Party, dedicated to overthrowing the oligarchy’s control of the
government. Congress’s enactment of universal male suffrage and the
secret ballot in 1912 signaled the end of the oligarchy’s control of
elections. Four years later the Radical candidate Hipélito Yrigoyen won
the presidency over the strident opposition of the portefio elite, who saw
in him another Rosas-style demagogue.

By 1900, therefore, the city of Buenos Aires was well on the way to
developing the sort of class structure associated with modern, urbanized,
industrialized societies. Aspects of an earlier, more traditional society
continued to survive in the life of the capital, but in comparison to the
provinces of the interior, and indeed to most of Latin America, Buenos
Aires was growing and evolving at a dizzying pace. The interior, by
contrast, had changed relatively little over one hundred years. The
caudillos had been defeated and all the provinces acknowledged Buenos
Aires as the country’s leader, but they were still ruled by traditional,
conservative elites who brooked no change in local customs and usages
and who faced few demands for such change. More and more the capital
was distinct from the rest of the country, bearing a stronger resemblance
to Paris or New York than to Cérdoba or Tucumén. The backwater of
the colonial period had outstripped its competitors; Buenos Aires entered
the twentieth century as the premier city not only of Argentina, but of all
South America.
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Slavery and the Slave Trade

THE TRADE IN BUENOS AIRES

The first royal permit to import slaves into the Rio de la Plata region
was granted in 1534, two years before the first founding of Buenos
Aires." As of 1595, however, only 233 Africans had been imported
into the city, a figure inadequate to meet the local demand for slave
laborers.? Responding to the colonists™ repeated requests for additional
slaves, in that year the Crown granted an asiento, a royal concession, to
the Portuguese slaver Pedro Gomes Reynel to bring 600 slaves into
Buenos Aires annually for a nine-year period. Gomes Reynel proved un-
equal to the task, providing only 2252 slaves to the labor-hungry towns-
people. But there were plenty of men eager to try where he had failed,
and a new asiento was awarded to another Portuguese merchant in
16022

The system of granting asientos to selected individuals was part of
Spain’s mercantilist policy of maintaining tight control over all eco-
nomic activity in the New World, especially commerce. The Crown is-
sued a series of these permits during the seventeenth century, but its
efforts to supervise and limit the slave trade failed spectacularly. Contra-
band in all types of merchandise was rampant in the Rio de la Plata dur-
ing the colonial period, and the slave trade was no exception. The in-
volvement of royal officials in the contraband slave traffic was a
frequent scandal: the first reported instance of illegal slaving in Argen-
tina involved the Bishop of Tucuman, who in 1585 was caught im-
porting Africans from Brazil without a permit.* Though the bishop’s
slaves were confiscated, he continued his smuggling operation until

23
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1602, when the king intervened directly to accuse him of bribing the top
port officials of Buenos Aires.*

Other irregularities occurred that could only have taken place with
the connivance of the authorities. A common practice was for slavers to
enter the port of Buenos Aires claiming that their ship had been damaged
at sea and required repairs before going on. While the repairs were being
made, the cargo of slaves would be unloaded, usually under cover of
night, marched out of the city, and then brought back into town as
negros descaminados, “‘blacks who have lost their way.” Such slaves
could then be sold in a sort of semilegal way, despite the fact that they
had no import licenses or documents of entry. This surreptitious disem-
barking of a shipload of people and their marching out of the city could
only have been carried out with official cooperation. Such cooperation
was readily forthcoming: even during the administration from 1598 to
1609 of Governor Hernando Arias, a firm opponent of contraband, over
1100 Africans were sold as descaminados. This period, moreover, cov-
ered several years in which no permission existed for anyone to import
slaves.®

The existence of this contraband trade makes it difficult to determine
exactly how many slaves entered Buenos Aires during the colonial
period. A few statistics suggest that the volume of the legal trade scarcely
compared to the illegal. Of 12,778 slaves recorded as entering Buenos
Aires from Brazil between 1606 and 1625, only 288 did so under royal
permit. Full 11,262 were slaves confiscated from contrabandists and
sold by the city, and 1228 more appear on the manifests of ships that
were allowed to unload slaves without a permit.” Another source reports
that between 1606 and 1625 8932 slaves were confiscated from smug-
glers and sold by the royal authorities.® And these are only the slaves
that were apprehended; how many more entered the city undetected,
leaving no trace in the royal records? We can only guess. Certain it is,
though, that the 22,892 Africans registered as arriving at the port be-
tween 1595 and 1680 form only a fraction of the true number.?

Buenos Aires itself had no need of the large quantity of slaves brought
into the city during the seventeenth century. A small town with an
economy based on trade and some agriculture, it did not require the
tremendous infusions of slave labor essential to the labor-intensive plan-
tation economies of Brazil and the Caribbean. But the city also served as
the receiving port for an enormous hinterland, including all of central
and northern Argentina, Paraguay, Chile, and Alto Pert, now known as
Bolivia.' Most of the Africans who arrived in Buenos Aires therefore
stayed for only a short period before proceeding inland to their final
destination. The outflow of slaves leaving the city was large and con-
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stant, at times even exceeding the inflow: in 1616 Governor Her-
nandarias informed the Crown that between 1612 and 1615 official
records showed 3463 Africans arriving at the port and 4515 leaving for
the interior, an excess of over a thousand.'' Of the 9970 slaves brought
to Buenos Aires by the British South Sea Company between 1715 and
1752, over three-quarters were sent inland.'?

During the eighteenth century the Crown sought to stimulate and
regularize the slave trade by granting asientos to companies rather than
to individuals. The first permit of this type was granted in 1696 to the
Portuguese Cacheu Company, also known as the Guinea Company. Dis-
mayed by the inefficiency and corruption of the Portuguese operation,
Spain revoked this permit in 1701 and transferred it to the French
Guinea Company, which proved to be just as indifferent to Spanish rules
and regulations as the Portuguese company. When evidence of the
French flouting of customs laws could no longer be ignored, the Crown
decided to make a last try with the British South Sea Company, which
held the asiento on and off from 1715 until 1750. The British were just
as disappointing as the Portuguese and the French, and the company’s
operations in the Rio de la Plata were greatly complicated when Spain
and Great Britain went to war twice during this period.

Though the French and British companies brought some 14,000 slaves
to Buenos Aires between 1700 and 1750, Spain concluded that the dis-
advantages of allowing foreign companies to operate openly in the
region greatly outweighed the value of the slaves introduced. Royal of-
ficials continued to display an alarming willingness to take bribes from
contrabandists: in 1716 the governor of Buenos Aires agreed to allow
representatives of the South Sea Company to sell slaves and manufac-
tures (the latter illegal) free of duty in exchange for a 25 percent share of
the profits.** In 1750 there was a return to the system of granting asien-
tos to individuals, but in 1778 Spain finally recognized the failure of this
exclusionary policy and opened the colonies to limited free trade, allow-
ing Spanish ships to call without hindrance at Spanish American ports.
This new freedom stimulated commerce somewhat, but the slave trade
entered a boom phase after 1789 and 1791, when commercial regula-
tions were further liberalized to open colonial ports to foreign traders.
Of 124 slavers that docked at Buenos Aires between 1740 and 1806, 109
did so after 1790.'* The post-1790 trade continued to be dominated by
Portuguese and Spanish vessels, though ships flying the United States
flag formed an increasingly important minority in the Rio de la Plata
traffic.'®

A description of the mechanics of the slave trade can easily obscure the
matter which most concerns us: the experience of the Africans and Afro-
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Argentines who formed the black population of Buenos Aires. The agony
of the first step in the experience, that of being captured in Africa and
transported to the New World, can only inadequately be conveyed in
words. A ship’s doctor on a Buenos Aires-bound British slaver in the
1740s described the conditions under which Africans migrated to Argen-
tina:

For more than seventy days, I had to get up every morning at 4:00 and go
down to where the slaves were, to see who had died and to care for the dying. I
would dress at 7:00 and minister to more than one hundred of the sick and in-
jured. At 10:00, I would attend to the whites of the crew and then attend to both
whites and blacks again at 4:00 in the afternoon. At 6:00, we would take the
slaves to the rest area after checking their clothing, a precaution taken for fear of
their having hidden arms, knives, nails, etc. At 8:00 in the evening we would ad-
minister the medicine indicated for that hour and then, at midnight, we would
give the sick ones a small dose of water. Their illnesses required special vigilance
to prevent their drinking too much water. The preparation and composition of
their remedies took up a great deal of our free time. It could be said, in all truth,
that John Abbott, the first surgeon, and myself, were the slaves of the slaves. No
galley slave ever worked as hard, rowing, as we did, faced with the pain of know-
ing that our work was obviously in vain. The dropsy was a fatal disease. Of 455
slaves, including men and women, we buried more than half. The dropsy struck
individuals not accustomed to being enclosed, due to the lack of exercise and the
reduced diet of beans, rice, ete. The illness caused by these conditions would have
been hard enough to cure on land, and at sea it proved incurable, its seriousness
aggravated by the presence of scurvy.'®

Another factor contributing to mortality in the Middle Passage, the
journey across the Atlantic from Africa to the New World, was the con-
dition in which slaves boarded the ships in Africa. In a case in 1804 in
which a board of physicians in Buenos Aires was asked to rule on
whether a shipload of diseased Africans should be allowed to disembark,
one of the doctors who had lived in Mozambique recalled the manner in
which the slaves arrived from the interior: “The blacks arrive at the
coast with all the symptoms of illness. Kept in chains for many months,
drinking little, eating roots, wild fruits, and small lizards, weakened by
the heat and the fatigue of their marches, exposed to all kinds of bad
weather, they arrive at Mozambique almost exhausted.”"’

He added that their resistance to disease was often further weakened
by their refusal to eat and regain their strength in the port town, since
many of them were convinced that the whites wanted to fatten them up
prior to eating them. Another of the doctors summed up briefly the
trauma suffered by all blacks brought to the New World. ““Raised free,”
he observed, “they are then conquered by their fellows and taken as
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Table 3.1. Birthplaces of Africans Resident in Buenos Aires City, ¢. 1750-1830,
Tabulated from Three Different Sources

Africans listed

Slave African in sample of
imports, enlistees, municipal

1742-1806 1810-20 census, 1827
West Africa 3,979 44 127
Congo and Angola 2,742 — —_
Congo — 25 41
Angola — 40 25
South Africa 114 0 0
East Africa 4,708 21 10

Unspecified or unknown

African location 1,529 S 2.5l
Total 13,072 149 254

Sources: Column 1. Elena F, Scheuss de Studer, La trata de negros en el Rio de la Plata
durante el siglo X VIII (Buenos Aires, 1958), pp. 324-25; Column 2: Archivo General de la
Nacién, 3 59-1-1, 59-1-6, 59-2-1, 59-2-4, 59-2-7; Column 3: Archivo General de la
Naci6n, 10 23-5-5, 23-5-6.

prisoners to the seaports, experiencing along the way thirst, hunger, im-
prisonment, bad treatment and everything that is capable of wounding
the human heart, such as leaving their friends, their country, their
freedom, and being deprived of all the things that gave them
happiness.”*®

From what areas of Africa did the blacks of Buenos Aires come? Table
3.1 is a compilation of data from several sources that can be used to
determine the origins of the city's Africans. The first column is a count of
the slaves imported into Buenos Aires directly from Africa during the
second half of the seventeenth century. The table omits an additional
12,473 slaves who entered the city from Brazil and whose exact African
origins are unknown. The second column is a count of the birthplaces
listed by 149 Africans drafted into the Argentine army during the in-
dependence wars. Their enlistment records were found in five volumes of
military documents from the period. The third column is a count of the
birthplaces listed by 254 Africans contained in a sample of the black
population taken from the municipal census of 1827, discussed at length
in Chapter 5.

Historians of the Rio de la Plata have traditionally pointed to Angola,
the Congo, and Mozambique as the sources of the region’s slaves. It is
clear that they have underestimated the importance of West Africa. Of
slaves imported between 1742 and 1806, West Africans made up a third
of those Africans of known origin. West Africans also formed one-third
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of the sample of Africans drafted into Buenos Aires’s regiments during
the independence period, and they constituted almost two-thirds of Afri-
cans of known birthplace documented in the 1827 census. This last
figure may be somewhat inflated due to the portefio tendency to use
Guinea as a synonym for Africa. Thus Africans, regardless of their birth-
places, were often referred to in Buenos Aires as negros de Guinea. Still,
it is significant that the name of a region of West Africa should have
been used in this way—apparently the whites of Buenos Aires had had
considerable contact with West African slaves.

Although there was some direct trade between Buenos Aires and West
Africa, it seems that most of the West Africans resident in Buenos Aires
arrived there by way of Brazil. The Brazilian port of Bahia received
millions of West Africans during the colonial period, many of whom
were then sent on to Rio de Janeiro; from there they found their way to
Uruguay and Buenos Aires."

Slave ships arriving in the Rio de la Plata after 1791 were required to
dock first at the Uruguayan port of Montevideo for a sanitation inspec-
tion. There some of the Africans disembarked, but the majority con-
tinued on to Buenos Aires, a couple of days’ sail away. They were then
taken off the ships and sent to the slave market, there to be lodged until
sold or sent inland. Their first vision of Buenos Aires could not have been
a reassuring one. During the course of the eighteenth century the city
had three slave markets, and the major element held in common by all
three seems to have been their utter squalor. The first, belonging to the
French Guinea Company, was situated on the riverbank slightly south of
town, in what is now the Parque Lezama. The second, belonging to the
British, was located north of town in the Retiro area. This market was
abandoned when the British asiento ended, and by 1800 it was in
ruins.?® In 1791 the government established a new market in the
royal customs area—the various merchants paid fees for the right to keep
their slaves there.

The town council fought a running battle throughout the 1700s to
keep the slave market away from the center of town, and especially
away from neighborhoods in which the more well-to-do families lived.
When the first market was opened by the French, the council stipulated
that it be located at least a quarter league away from the town. Such re-
quirements continued to be imposed on the slavers by the council, and
the controversy came to a head in the late colonial period as the city and
the slave trade both expanded. In 1787 the royal intendant proposed to
construct a new slave market on the site of the old British one, an area
which had previously been suburban but which was now part of the city.
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The town council was irate, and its description of the market then ex-
isting suggests how miserable conditions there were. The council
brought up several objections to the intendant’s proposal, one being that
the slave market would lower property values (*“if a market of this nature
is established in that area, nobody will want to buy the surrounding land
because of the bad quality of the neighborhood”), the other that the
market posed a serious threat to public health: “diseased blacks, full of
lice, skin diseases, and scurvy, and exuding from their body a foul and
pestilential odor, can infect the whole city, especially when that site
dominates the city and lies to the north of it, the direction of the prevail-
ing winds.””?' Although the new slave market was not built in the Retiro
area, neither was it built where the council wanted it: it was constructed
in the royal customs compound, near the docks.

The city’s oligarchy continued to try to push the market out of town.
In 1799 the Consulado of Buenos Aires, a semiofficial Chamber of Com-
merce composed of the city’s leading merchants, proposed that a new
market be constructed some fifteen miles down the coast.?? In 1803 the
council protested an especially barbarous practice of the slavers, that of
simply turning unsold slaves out into the streets of the city unclothed,
speaking no Spanish, and with absolutely no means of support. Most of
these abruptly freed slaves were in no condition to fend for themselves,
as evidenced by the fact that they had attracted no buyers in a labor-
hungry society, and almost all of them died in the streets shortly after be-
ing “freed.” The viceroy corroborated the council’s complaints and for-
warded them to the king, though he seems to have been more offended by
the Africans’ nakedness than by their desperate situation. Again in
1809, just one year before the revolution, the council raised yet another
petition to get the market out of town.**

SLAVERY IN THE CITY’S ECONOMY

While few portefios cared to face the cargoes of human misery that
passed through the slave market, fewer still would have denied the im-
portance of those cargoes in sustaining the city’s economy. Colonial
Buenos Aires presents the spectacle of a society utterly dependent on its
slave laborers. When in 1787 the town council protested the intendant’s
plan of constructing a new slave market in the Retiro, the intendant
reproved its members for their shortsightedness and conjured up the
gloomy prospect of a city and its hinterland deprived of slaves to man
their units of production. The large ranches, the haciendas, would go
barren and uncultivated, both for lack of men to farm them and for lack
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Young servant boy with his mistresses. one of whom is drinking mate, the Argentine herb
tea. This lithograph by the Swiss printmaker César Hip6lito Bacle was made around 1830,
which means that the boy is almost certainly a liberto (see Chapter 4).
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of the necessary tools and equipment made and repaired by the artisan
slaves. The intendant warned that the projected factories for processing
meat to send abroad, factories on which construction had recently
begun, depended almost entirely on abundant slave labor, both for the
construction and then for the subsequent operation of the installations
once they were completed. Sabotaging this project by depriving the city
of slaves would be sabotaging the elite’s own economic future.?

Although the council continued its opposition to the proposed market,
its members never denied the intendant’s description of the city’s
dependence on its slaves. It is fair to say that if every slave worker in the
Buenos Aires of 1800 were suddenly to have vanished, economic activity
would have come to a standstill in a matter of hours. Slaves dominated
or formed a major part of the work force in any number of occupations.
They were probably most visible in the field of domestic service. As in
other Spanish American colonial cities, no family that aspired to high
social status in Buenos Aires could do without its retinue of black ser-
vants.?® In slave sale documents as well as in newspaper ads, the skills
most frequently attributed to the slaves being sold are housekeeping
skills: cooking, laundering, ironing, sewing, and otherwise “able to do
all manner of housework.” Foreign visitors to Buenos Aires occasionally
charged that these domestic skills were a strictly secondary considera-
tion, the servants having been purchased primarily for ostentation. An-
thony King, a North American who arrived in Buenos Aires in 1817 and
spent twenty-four years in Argentina, recalled how no respectable
Argentine woman would think of going to mass without a black maidser-
vant to carry her rug and attend to her during the services.?” Several
paintings of early nineteenth-century Buenos Aires show precisely that
scene; Léon Palliere’s series of paintings entitled Interior of a Temple are
especially vivid representations of Buenos Aires matrons accompanied
by their female retainers.?®

The colony’s intellectuals tended to concur with foreign observers that
the number of slaves employed in domestic service was far out of propor-
tion to the city’s needs. Buenos Aires’s first newspaper, the Telégrafo
Mercantil, ran an editorial in 1802 attacking the practice of maintain-
ing large staffs of domestic slaves. Its opposition was based on two
grounds: first, that having so many slaves of all ages and sexes living
together in close quarters was an open invitation to lasciviousness and
vice; second, that the labor wasted in domestic service could be used
more productively in occupations such as agriculture or the trades. The
editors proposed that no family be allowed to employ more than one
married slave couple as servants.?
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Though it is probably true that the servant staffs of the elite porteno
families were wasteful and out of proportion to the immediate economic
needs of the household, the importance of the economic function filled
by domestic slaves should not be passed over lightly. Keeping house in
colonial Buenos Aires was a very far cry indeed from keeping house in a
modern Western city, and families wanting to maintain themselves in
any degree of physical comfort and cleanliness would have been hard
pressed to do so without aid from servants. Lina Beck-Bernard, an Alsa-
tian woman who lived in Argentina from 1857 to 1862, recalled the
drastic decline in the quantity and quality of domestic servants in the
years following abolition.*® Newspaper editorials appearing in the
Buenos Aires press during the 1830s and 1850s commented on the criti-
cal shortage of workers willing to enter service and proposed the forcible
impressment of free black people to remedy the situation (see Chapter 4).
The number of slaves in domestic service may have been larger than was
absolutely necessary, but when that number was reduced and eventually
eliminated, the city found itself hard pressed to continue functioning in
the manner to which it had become accustomed.

But from the owner’s point of view, domestic slaves had one serious
shortcoming: they produced little or no cash income. True, they saved
expenditures of energy and money that would otherwise have been neces-
sary to get the household’s work done, but they generated no visible,
tangible income. Owners interested in obtaining a return on their invest-
ment were better served by having artisan slaves, who became extremely
numerous in the city during the colonial period. By the 1770s the major-
ity of the city’s craftsmen were nonwhite—mainly blacks, with some
mestizos and Indians.?'

When Buenos Aires was made the capital of the viceroyalty and
opened to free trade, European artisans were drawn there by its in-
creased economic importance and activity. Once arrived, however, they
were dismayed to find the mechanical arts dominated by nonwhite prac-
titioners and therefore accorded correspondingly low social status. The
Europeans responded by seeking to bar people of African and Indian de-
scent from the trades, or at the very least to reduce their numbers. For in-
stance, Europeans in the shoemakers guild tried to prohibit slaves from
attaining master rank (the highest level in the artisan hierarchy, fol-
lowed by journeyman and apprentice) and also sought to prevent Afri-
cans and Afro-Argentines from voting in guild elections or holding guild
office.

The 1788 census of artisans in the city shows that the Europeans suc-
ceeded in imposing a discriminatory racial structure on the trades. Black
men were significantly underrepresented at the master level and over-
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represented at the journeyman and apprentice levels. Also, Africans and
Afro-Argentines were concentrated in the least lucrative professions,
shoemaking and tailoring. Although some did make it into the more
rewarding fields of carpentry and of being a barbero, a barber-surgeon,
black men tended to be consigned to the lowest levels of the least
remunerative crafts. The best jobs were reserved for Europeans, while
creole whites occupied an intermediate position.*

But the Europeans’ efforts to eject the Afro-Argentines completely
from the trades had little success. Participation in the manual crafts re-
mained so closely associated with African descent that between 1800
and 1805 elite social figures in both Buenos Aires and Montevideo urged
the royal government to restrict even further the number of blacks al-
lowed into the trades, since “‘the whites prefer poverty and idleness to go-
ing to work beside blacks and mulattoes.”’** An Englishman in the city
in 1807 noted that, *“superior ‘and unsuited to mechanical trades, as
much by pride as by laziness, the Spaniards and creole whites leave such
occupations to their darker countrymen, who work hard at such jobs™ as
shoemaking, tailoring, and carpentry, among those he named.*
Another Englishman remarked in the 1820s that ““‘the mechanical arts
are confined to such as are absolutely indispensable; and these are prac-
ticed by poor Spaniards from Europe or by people of color.”*® News-
paper ads of the 1820s repeatedly offered to buy and sell slave artisans,
the most frequently mentioned professions being those of shoemaker,
mason, tailor, and blacksmith.*”

Efforts to eliminate black participation from the trades proved fruit-
less primarily because it was in the interest of too many people to con-
tinue such participation. Students of slavery in the Americas have de-
scribed a phenomenon known in the United States as “hiring out,” in
which masters rented their slaves to other people who needed their ser-
vices, thus receiving a direct cash income from the slave’s labor.*® Such
an enterprise could be quite lucrative, especially if the slave was a skilled
laborer who could command high wages. Hiring out occurred much
more frequently in urban areas than in rural ones, and was very
widespread in Buenos Aires. One visitor to the city in 1794, and another
in 1806, recorded very similar impressions of the phenomenon, concur-
ring in saying that the renting out of slaves was so common that it had
had the effect of dissuading whites from becoming artisans since the
work was dominated by blacks and therefore of very low status, The
1806 visitor described the system:

The desire not to work and to put to use a small amount of capital, has suggested
the idea of using it to buy slaves and train them for the crafts, so that their work
will recoup somewhat more than the interest on the amount invested in such
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speculation; by this means all the workshops have been filled to the brim [with
slaves] by these mercenary people, and consequently the respectable desires of
the poor residents to train their sons in that kind of trade have diminished.*”

The profitability of this kind of investment meant that the efforts of the
European artisans to close the crafts to the castas (people of mixed racial
ancestry) were doomed to failure. The authorities recognized the folly of
attempting to overturn an economic system from which a large portion
of the city’s white population benefited. Indeed, it was a system which
provided the sole source of income to many people, particularly unmar-
ried women, whose own employment opportunities were limited. Own-
ership of a skilled slave could provide them with the wherewithal to
become self-supporting, in a curious use of the word.*®

The potential abuses of hiring out were several. A Telégrafo Mercantil
editorial of 1802 attacked the numerous slaveowners who supported
themselves on the earnings of their slaves. The paper reported that many
owners did not even bother to train the newly arrived Africans in a
trade, but rather sent them directly into the streets to beg. Many owners
demanded wages that the Africans simply were not capable of earning
and then left their slaves to fend for themselves.*!

The Telégrafo Mercantil also singled out another problem area, one
which frequently worked to the slaves’ advantage. The paper charged
that the hiring-out system gave the slaves entirely too much freedom,
since as long as they supplied their owners with the required wages, the
masters cared little how or where they spent their time. A similar point
had been made in a 1790 court case in which a young slave had been
charged with rape. The court noted that the slave was one of those who
wandered freely about the city, and who “as long as they supply a
modest monthly fee to their owners, know no other control.”** Though
the defense established that the slave had never raped anyone, he was
sentenced to two hundred lashes and six years in prison, perhaps to serve
as an example to other slaves not to abuse the relative freedom that the
hiring-out system afforded. In 1822 the government took further action
to prevent slaves from posing as free in parts of the city where they were
not known. Thenceforth slaves were required to carry at all times regis-
tration papers which would include the names of their owners.*

The freedom that a slave could win in the streets, away from his
master’s control, was one important advantage of the hiring-out system.
An even greater one was the possibility that this street freedom, which
was only partial and could be terminated at the master’s whim, might
someday be converted into complete and permanent freedom. Royal and
municipal legislation limited the sums that slaves were required to turn
over to their owners; anything that they made above that was theirs to
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keep and spend as they pleased. Spanish law also stipulated that slaves
were entitled to retain whatever money they earned on their own time,
which included Sundays, religious holidays, and the hours they had to
themselves after they had satisfied their masters’ labor demands. Many
slaves used this free time to make and sell articles on the street. No
memoir of life in early nineteenth-century Buenos Aires fails to mention
the black street vendors and the rhymes and jingles with which they

A pastry vendor. He is using the feather duster to keep dust and dirt off his wares
Lithograph by César Hipaélito Bacle, ¢. 1830.
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hawked their wares.** Black vendors monopolized the market in all
sorts of produce, including pastries and empanadas (meat pies), prepared
olives, brooms and dusters, candles, and dairy products. Whether they
were unskilled slaves thrown into the street and ordered by their owners
to produce a daily wage, or domestic servants working in their spare
time to earn money of their own, the black men and women in Buenos
Aires demonstrated an obvious entrepreneurial capacity in their small
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Washerwoman on her way to work. Lithograph by César Hipélito Bacle, ¢. 1830.
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businesses, a capacity whose full realization was prevented by their legal
and economic limitations.

Other slave and free women earned money by taking in laundry. The
black washerwomen were as much a part of the urban scene as the black
street vendors. They could always be found washing and drying clothes
along the riverbank, and the nifios de bien, the sons of the city’s elite
families, used to delight in taunting these women and tracking mud on
their freshly washed clothes. Constrained by their social and legal status
from retaliating against their tormentors, the washerwomen were lim-
ited to hurling furious insults at the young dandies, which apparently
was a perennial source of high amusement to the townspeople.** Need-
less to say, working year round on the wet and marshy riverbank was not
a healthy way to make a living, and at least one contemporary observer
pointed to the washerwomen'’s. practice of taking their children to work
with them as a major cause of high infant mortality among the Afro-
Argentines.*

Black people also dominated a variety of other occupations. Almost all
of the city’s pest exterminators were black, and according to contem-
porary accounts they rarely lacked employment.*” Until the city began
to establish a system of water mains in the 1870s, water was sold door-
to-door from huge carts; many of these aguateros were slave and free
blacks.*® Black men worked as changadores, carriers of loads around
the city. They found most of their employment at the docks, unloading
luggage and freight and carrying it to its destination.*® Some black men
and women took advantage of the consumption patterns forced on the
Afro-Argentine community by its poverty to become achuradoras, those
who worked at the slaughterhouse salvaging tripe, lung, organs, and
diseased meat from slaughtered animals. The achuradoras then sold this
cast-off meat to blacks and poor whites who could not afford anything
better.®® The Afro-Argentines thus gave Argentina one of its favorite
dishes, chinchulines, braided and grilled intestines, the same dish known
as chitlins in the United States.

Slaves also participated in two other vocational areas, which tend to
be passed over in traditional treatments of the Afro-Argentines. The first
is that of manufacturing. Bakeries, the first enterprises in the region to
employ techniques of mass production, made heavy use of slaves.® By
1805 the largest bakery in Montevideo employed forty slaves, while the
1810 census of Buenos Aires shows at least eight bakeries employing fif-
teen slaves or more, often in conjunction with free workers.** The 1810
census also shows several fdbricas (literally, factories) which produced
furniture and other items and which employed from five to fifteen slaves.
Not factories in the twentieth-century sense, nor even in the nineteenth-
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century British sense (they were actually more like large workshops), the
fabricas represented the cottage-industry phase of industrialization, the
first steps toward rationalized production of manufactured goods in the
colony. The government indicated the importance of these establish-
ments in 1813, when it drafted slaves to fight the Spanish. While owners
of domestic slaves were required to contribute one-third of their adult
males to the state, owners of bakeries and fabricas were required to con-
tribute only one-fifth.

Even after the independence wars had reduced the male slave popula-
tion, slaves continued to form a significant percentage of industrial
workers in the city. The census of 1827 shows at least four bakeries and
three fabricas employing between ten and twenty slaves, and a secon-
dary source mentions a comb factory functioning in the early national
period that employed 106 slaves.* In June of 1824 a hat-
manufacturing establishment manned by sixteen slaves was advertised
for sale in one Buenos Aires paper; the following month the same paper
advertised the sale of a tallow factory with an unspecified number of
slaves.®s Though industrial slave labor was dealt a blow by the in-
dependence wars, it was by no means eliminated.

The second vocational area in which slaves participated heavily was
agriculture. Newspaper ads offering to buy and sell slaves skilled in
horsemanship and in work on the estancias, the large cattle ranches, ap-
peared frequently in the city’s newspapers. One eighteenth-century trav-
eler in the province reported that ““all these haciendas are full of gauchos
who receive no pay, because instead of employing peones, the rich
hacendados keep only foremen and slaves.”*® Account books of many
of the estancias mention slave laborers, and one semilegendary establish-
ment on the Indian frontier in the far south of the province was manned
entirely by slaves, including the foremen.’” Black foremen appear fre-
quently in records of the period, and even slave foremen were not
rare.®®

Buenos Aires’s agriculture had little in common with the tropical agri-
culture of the Caribbean, Brazil, or the southern United States. The cat-
tle and wheat produced in the province were much less labor-intensive
than such crops as sugar or cotton, so no Buenos Aires slave had to work
on the field gangs usually associated with agricultural slavery. If any-
thing, agricultural slaves in the countryside enjoyed freedoms that the
city slaves never experienced. Rural slaves were by definition horsemen
who moved relatively freely across the uninhabited and unpoliced
pampa. Since Argentine agricultural labor was in no way as socially de-
meaning as the field labor of the Caribbean or Brazil, free blacks,
mestizos, and whites worked as salaried peons side-by-side with the
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slaves, and the distinctions between slaves and freemen wore down some-
what in the process.®® Several historians focus on agricultural work and
becoming a gaucho as among the most liberating experiences an Argen-
tine slave could have. Certainly being a horseman on the pampa, where
food was to be had for the taking, must have been one of the freest and
most unrestricted ways of living imaginable.®®

The colonial authorities were well aware of the ambiguous nature of
slavery in the countryside and enacted special legislation against the
negros alzados, “‘risen blacks” who fled on horseback to join the roam-
ing bands of gaucho desperadoes. Owners who failed to report the flight
of a gaucho slave within three days of its occurrence were fined twenty
pesos in gold, a very steep sum, especially in the countryside. Any
escaped slave who spent more than six months with such a gang was sup-
posed to be automatically executed if recaptured, though some were
deported to penal colonies instead.®* These penalties were much stiffer
than those applied to runaway slaves in the city, and reflected the au-
thorities’ fear of a large and uncontrollable runaway population in the
interior,

One can only conclude by agreeing with the intendant’s description of
the dependence of Buenos Aires on slave labor. That dependence was
profound, in the sense that slave labor formed the foundation of the
vocational pyramid of the city, the very bottom layer. The foregoing
survey of work performed by the Afro-Argentines reveals the discrimina-
tory process of job selection that went on in the Buenos Aires of 1780-
1850. The least desirable, most degrading, unhealthiest, and worst-
paying jobs were reserved for the Afro-Argentines. Blacks were allowed
to participate in the mechanical trades only because of the shortage of
whites willing to enter the trades, the reliance of many slaveowners on
the earnings of their slaves, and the traditionally low social status of
manual labor in Spanish and Spanish-American society.®? As blacks
continued to be channeled into the most undesirable occupations, the
low occupational status and low racial status accorded the Afro-Argen-
tines reinforced each other in a circle that became impossible to break.
One consequence of this process was that the occupational structure of
free Afro-Argentines tended to replicate that of slaves. When a washer-
woman won her freedom, it was rare indeed for her to rise in the occupa-
tional scale. Even when legally free, Afro-Argentines remained subject to
the strictures of a society that reserved the best jobs for whites.

Samples taken from the 1810 and 1827 municipal censuses provide
evidence in support of this observation. (See Appendix B for a discussion
of these samples and the manner in which they were taken.) Unfortu-
nately, the conclusiveness of this evidence is open to question due to the
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frequent failure of the census takers to record the occupations of individ-
uals being canvassed. In the 1810 sample, 76.7 percent of the whites had
no listed occupation, compared to 80.6 percent of the free blacks and
98.2 percent of the slaves. In the 1827 sample, 71.9 percent of the whites

Table 3.2. Occupational Distribution of a Samiple of the 1810
Municipal Census of Buenos Aires*

Whites Free blacks Slaves Total

Occupational category
Property owners 2 0 0 2
Professionals 38 1 0 39
Commerce 64 0 0 64
Small farmers 8 1 1 10
Artisans 40 22 6 68
Semiskilled 43 6 4 53
Unskilled 16 6 1 23
Inactive NE ) Ly 9
Total 220 36 12 268
No occupation listed 724 150 644 1,518

Source: Author’s sample of the 1810 municipal census of Buenos Aires, discussed in
Appendix B. Census manuscript located in Archivo General de la Nacion, 9 10-7-1.
* For an explanation of the occupational categories, see Appendix A.

Table 3.3. Occupational Distribution of a Sample of the 1827
Municipal Census of Buenos Aires*

Whites Free blacks Slaves Total

Occupational category
Property owners 8 0 0 8
Professionals 30 2 0 32
Commerce 125 2 | 128
Small farmers 15 1 4 20
Artisans 92 34 14 140
Semiskilled 449 17 10 76
Unskilled 26 a3 12 71
Inactive S el _ 0 11
Total 353 92 41 486
No occupation listed 903 521 312 1.736

Source: Author’s sample of the 1827 municipal census of Buenos Aires, discussed in
Appendix B. Census manuscript located in Archivo General de la Nacion, 10 23-5-5,
23-5-6.

“ For an explanation of the occupational categories, see Appendix A.
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had no listed occupation, compared to 85.0 percent of the free blacks
and 86.4 percent of the slaves. Many of the individuals with no reported
occupation were children and women, who tended not to have formal
occupations even though they might have been working full-time at
various tasks. Other uncategorized persons were probably domestic ser-
vants, a large occupational group in the city and one which is suspi-
ciously underrepresented in both censuses.

Despite the shortcomings of the data, a comparison of the occupa-
tional distributions of the white and black groups in the samples strongly
suggests the equally disadvantaged position of free and slave blacks.
Table 3.2 shows that in 1810 the three categories of manual laborers
(artisans, semiskilled, and unskilled labor) accounted for 94.5 percent of
all free blacks who listed occupations and 91.7 percent of slaves who
listed occupations. Those three categories accounted for only 45.0 per-
cent of white workers. The reader is cautioned that in the case of the
Afro-Argentines these percentages are based on very small absolute
numbers. Still, the tendency is clear: 47.3 percent of the whites were in
the top three occupational categories; only one free black person was,
and not a single slave.

Things had not improved greatly for the Afro-Argentines by 1827.
Table 3.3 shows that the three largest categories for free blacks and
slaves alike remained those associated with manual labor: artisans, un-
skilled laborers, and semiskilled laborers, in that order. Of free black
workers, 91.3 percent fell into those three categories, as did 87.8 percent
of slaves. Only 47.7 percent of the whites did so. All three of these
percentages are very close to those recorded in 1810. Among whites, the
most heavily represented vocational categories were commerce, artisans,
and semiskilled workers. Unskilled labor, the second largest category
among the blacks, was fifth among the whites. The predominance of
whites in the highest categories in the 1810 sample repeated itself in
1827; indeed, commerce was the single largest category for the whites.

In short, it was a rare black man who could expect to rise above the
level of a moderately successful artisan, just as it was a rare black
woman who could anticipate more from life than a comfortable position
as a trusted housekeeper. Though occasional Afro-Argentines might
break through and experience considerable upward mobility after being
freed, most black people failed to breach the barriers that kept the com-
munity on the lowest level of the social and vocational pyramid through-
out the early national period. The most important progress made by the
mass of Afro-Argentines in the first four decades after independence
would be the slow and grudging transition from legal slavery to legal
freedom. Chapter 4 chronicles that transition.
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The Transition from
Slavery to Freedom,
of a Sort

CONDITIONS OF FREEDOM IN THE COLONIAL PERIOD

Spanish law and customs tempered the harshness of slavery by
granting slaves a number of rights, the most important of which was the
opportunity to win their freedom. The Siete partidas, the thirteenth-
century codification of Spanish law by King Alfonso the Wise, listed a
variety of ways for slaves to escape from bondage. To cite just a-few, if a
master made a slave the tutor of his children, the slave was entitled to
freedom. If a slave married a free person with the master’s knowledge
and consent, the slave was free. If a slave was made an heir of the master
in the master’s will, the slave was free. Any slave forced into prostitution
by her master was entitled to freedom.!

Such legal niceties were seldom observed in the New World, however,
and few slaves won liberty by exploiting these little-known statutes.
Broadly put, slaves in the colonial period either bought their freedom
with cash or service, or they received it as an outright gift from their
owner. Research on manumissions, the freeing of individual slaves, in
colonial Peru and Mexico has demonstrated that more slaves bought
their freedom than received it as a gift from their master,? and the same
was true in Buenos Aires. A study of manumissions in the city between
1776 and 1810 showed that fewer than a third of slaves freed during that
period were granted their freedom outright: 59.8 percent of
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manumissions involved cash payment, and an additional 10.9 percent
required the freed person to meet various conditions (usually promises of
future service) set by the former master.?

Another mechanism by which Spanish American slaves could win
their freedom was by heroic service to the state, usually in fighting
foreign invaders. Following the English invasions of Buenos Aires in
1806 and 1807, a number of slaves were granted their freedom by the
town council, though the councilmen reneged on their original promise
to free every slave who distinguished himself in fighting the English.*
This offer, made in the panicky weeks preceding the second invasion,
was later scaled down to a lottery in which 22 of the 688 slaves who had
fought the British were freed. The royal government and a number of
white militia officers contributed money to free 48 more, also chosen by
lottery, to make a total of 70, 10 percent of the slaves who had par-
ticipated in the fighting. The town council also resolved to buy the
freedom of all slaves maimed or mutilated in the fighting and pay them a
lifelong pension of six pesos per month, but it is not clear whether this
magnanimous project was ever realized.® Other cases of slaves’ winning
freedom through extraordinary service to the state occurred in 1812,
when a slave named Ventura was freed and was granted a pension for
having informed the authorities of a counterrevolutionary conspiracy
led by Martin de Alzaga, and in 1813, when the town council freed the
daughter of the free black Captain Antonio Videla after Videla was
killed while fighting the Spanish in Uruguay.’

Such manumissions were rare, however, and most slaves won their
freedom through the more conventional and less risky means of either
buying it or persuading their owner to grant it to them. The previously
cited study of manumissions in Buenos Aires between 1776 and 1810 sets
the approximate number of such freeings during that period at 1500.
The study also concludes that the annual rate of manumission (per-
centage of slave population obtaining its freedom each year) tripled
between those years, from 0.4 percent in 1776 to 1.3 percent in 1810.°
This increasing frequency was probably due to the growing commercial
activity of the city. Comparative studies have found that periods of
economic expansion provide greater opportunity for slaves to earn the
money to buy their freedom, and the increasingly prosperous Buenos
Aires of 1801-10 seems to have conformed to this pattern.® The high
number of manumissions was also probably associated with the quantity
of slavers that docked at Buenos Aires after 1790, assuring a steady
supply of new slaves and thus making owners more willing to part with
their old ones, especially if those slaves had earned freedom by good
service.
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Still, Buenos Aires’s slave regime was in little danger of being ex-
tinguished by the practice of manumission. Eugenio Petit Mufioz stated
the situation with melancholy accuracy when he observed that the most
frequent means by which slaves acquired freedom in colonial Uruguay
and Argentina was by dying; only a limited percentage of each slave
generation succeeded in acquiring that most precious of commodities,
freedom.*®

A 1-in-7 sample of the black population taken from the 1810
municipal census showed that by the last year of the colonial period 22.6
percent of the city’s black people were free. (Data from that census
presented in this and the following chapter are taken from this sample.)
This is an intermediate figure on the scale of other eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century slave regimes. Free people made up 59.7 percent of
the black population in Caracas as of 1783.!" By 1821, 54.5 percent of
the black population of the Brazilian mining state of Minas Gerais was
free.'* And by 1850, 35 percent of the Afro-Cuban population was free.*?
On the other hand, in the city of Rio de Janeiro free people composed
only 7.7 percent of the black population in 1808 and 12.0 percent in
1849.'* At no point in the antebellum American South did free people
form more than 9 percent of the Afro-American population.'s

Female slaves in Buenos Aires acquired freedom significantly more
frequently than male slaves. As of 1810 the sexual ratio in the slave
population was 110.9 males per 100 females. The sex ratio among slaves
manumitted between 1776 and 1810 was 70.1 males per 100 females; as
a result, the ratio among Buenos Aires’s free black population, as
documented in the census of 1810, was 97.9 males per 100 females.

The city’s slave and free black populations also displayed considerable
differences in age structure. While 13.4 percent of the slaves were 40
years of age or older, 28.9 percent of the free blacks were in that age
group. This produced a median age of 20.9 for the slave population and
27.0 for the free. This probably reflects a tendency observed in other
slave societies for owners to free older slaves who were no longer of
service and constituted a financial burden.'® This impression is rein-
forced by the fact that children under 15 made up roughly equal
proportions of the slave and free population, 30.9 and 28.3 percent
respectively. Thus the higher median age of the free population is due
mainly to the preponderance of individuals over 40.

It is in the area of race that the free and slave populations were most
sharply differentiated. While pardos composed only 18.5 percent of the
slave population of known race, they made up 48.7 percent of all slaves
freed between 1776 and 1810 and 71.1 percent of the free black
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population resident in the city in 1810. To put it another way, 63.2
percent of Buenos Aires’s pardos in 1810 were free; only 13.3 percent of
the morenos were. Clearly, Afro-Argentines of mixed ancestry were
much more fortunate in the pursuit of freedom than were Afro-
Argentines of pure African descent. These data are very similar to figures
for Brazil and the United States, which demonstrate a hemisphere-wide
tendency for mulattoes to acquire freedom more frequently than pure
blacks.!” The primary reason for this was that mulattoes were almost
always creoles, natives of the society, who better understood its customs
and practices than did the foreign-born African blacks. Thus mulattoes
were more adept at recognizing and exploiting legal, economic, and
social opportuni