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Italian Immigrants in Contemporary Buenos Aires:
their Responses to Changing Political, Economic and Social Circumstances

ABSTRACT

The thesis is a study of Italians and their descendants in Buenos Aires and shows how
they responded as individuals, families and groups, to changing political, economic and
social situations in 20th century Argentina.

Fieldresearch focused in particular on upper middle class and upper class Italians, and
chapter 1 discusses their status with regard to the class structure of Argentine society.
Italy is now among the world’s top industrial nations, and Argentina, once a major
immigration country, is now part of the so-called Third World. Chapters 2 and 3 provide
the historical background to this ’inversion of roles’ and consider its impact on Italians
and their descendants.

Chapter 4 is a detailed examination of the Argentine in 1988/89, a crucial year,
characterized by the first democratic succession of presidents in 60 years, as well as by
chronic economic problems. Chapter 5 familiarizes the reader with the urban context,
- where people live, work and interact: the historically formed geographic and social
subdivisions of Buenos Aires.

Chapter 6 is a study of Italian elite families and their descendants. Taking a diachronic
approach, it investigates related issues of ethnic and national identity, class distinctions
and political ideologies. These concerns remain consistent throughout the thesis:
Chapter 7, taking a more chronological approach, looks at the narratives of three old men
who came to Argentina in the times of mass immigration. In chapter 8, the controversial
nature of becoming Argentine, characterized by interrupted processes of modernization
and economic decline, surfaces in a discussion between an Italian and a descendant of
Italians. The young generation descendants of Italian immigrants and their particular
distinctions of food, language, class and political ideologies are analyzed in chapter 9.
The politics of ethnicity and ethnic leadership are scrutinized in chapter 10.

The concluding chapter 11, reflecting partly on the permutations of the image of
’America’ among immigrants and descendants, develops some of the earlier issues in
view of more theoretical concerns of image formation related to ethnic and national
identity.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1. Aim of the Study

This is a study about people in what used to be one of the world’s greatest immigrant
metropolises, Buenos Aires.

My interest is to bring to the foreground the lives of Italians and their descendants,
showing how they responded as individuals, families and groups, to changing political,
economic and social situations in the 20th century. In particular, the thesis will reveal
how different large-scale economic and political developments in Argentina and Italy have
impinged on the lives of immigrants and their descendants.

By ’Italians’, I mean people born in Italy, and by ’descendants’, I mean those who have
at least one Italian ancestor. The descendants of Italians I will also refer to as Italo-
Argentines. Argentines may or may not acknowledge Italian origins when they refer to
themselves and others.

In the thesis I will thus employ eric definitions', which in contemporary Buenos Aires

0On eric (outsider) categories and emic, (’inside’) categories of a member of a given
group or community, cf. the recent discussion between linguist Kenneth Pike, who
introduced these terms in the 1950s, and Marvin Harris (Headland/Pike/Harris 1990).

13



include Italians and descendants of Italians who declare themselves to be Italian or of
Italian descent and those who do not.

I have chosen Italians and their descendants for two reasons.

The first concerns the pre-eminence of Italians in Argentine society. In times of mass
immigration(1890-1930) they were the largest group of immigrants and, with their
descendants, they form the largest group of European origin in the Argentine
population?. In fact, being a ’white’ Argentine in the littoral provinces most affected by
immigration, implies almost of having at least one Italian ancestor. For a much longer
time than the actual period of mass immigration, being an Italian in Argentina meant
being an immigrant par excellence. Secondly, the research grew out of my earlier interest
in Italian migration, an interest which dates back to 1978 when I first visited Danilo
Dolci’s research centre in Partinico, Sicily. In 1985, I carried out my first fieldwork on
returned labour migrants in the mountain village of Sutera (Schneider 1990). Though
transoceanic migration from Sutera was almost exclusively to the United States, I came
across one man who had worked in Argentina in the 1920s. His was a single case, but

further aroused my curiosity about Italian migration to Argentina.

In so far as Italians and their descendants form an integral part bf the population of
Buenos Aires, this study is as much a study about portefios® (the inhabitants of Buenos
Aires) as about Italians. Anyone who resides in Buenos Aires, knows the dialect
(lunfardo) and does not insist on being something else, can be labelled a portefio. Thus
all Italians and their descendants in the city are potentially portefios, although of course
not all portefios are Italians or of Italian descent.

Though advisers on my project in Europe as well as in Argentina had warned me of the

difficulties of doing research on such a large and with such a diffuse group, I was

2Spanish remained Argentina’s national language, even after the massive Italian
immigration. This is explained by high rates of illiteracy and a marked diversity of
regional dialects spoken by Italian immigrants, who adopted Spanish as a lingua franca
to communicate among themselves and with other European immigrants. Furthermore,
the Argentine State enforced a deliberate policy of integration by providing free primary
education for everybody born in Argentina, including the descendants of immigrants.

3 from the Spanish puerto, port.
14



particularly intrigued by the multifaceted, ambiguous and almost elusive character of
Italian ethnicity. I also felt that studying people who are intrinsically and typically part
of the immigrant nation would tell me more about Argentine national identity, than
concentrating on a more clearly separated group, such as a class or a political party.
Or to paraphrase the argument in the metaphorical style adopted by scholars of ethnicity:
I was less interested in studying a group, like the German Argentines or the Anglo-
Argentines, which had maintained a clearly demarcated boundary vis-a-vis the rest of
Argentine society. Instead, I went ’inland’ to explore the vast territory of mainstream
portefios, Italo-Argentines and Italians whose shifting distinguishing features would only
manifest themselves occasionally.

There was little about ethnicity in most of the literature I reviewed, which added to my
curiosity about what was ’out there’. Older research traditions, such as Argentine
Sociology’s version of the *melting-pot’ paradigm, had basically declared, without much
consideration of ethnographic detail, that the fusion and amalgamation process of the
different immigrant groups was a fait accompli. For such scholars that was the end of the
matter. The new Argentina consisted henceforth only of different classes and interest
groups. The general lack of interest in the historical, sociological, and anthropological
study of different immigrant groups* was all the more surprising in view of the fact that
Argentina’s experience of mass immigration was comparable with that of the classic
examples of Canada, Australia, and the United States. In fact, Argentina was second only
to the United States regarding the total number of immigrants, and had received more
foreigners in relation to its original population than any other country. By 1914 Buenos
Aires was a city composed largely of foreigners® and was therefore unusual in the world,
New York and Chicago being other notable examples.

A major aim of the thesis is to contribute to the study of contemporary urban Argentina
by providing a much needed ethnographic description of European immigrants and their
descendants. However, my main concern is less with the history of mass immigration
than with the more turbulent recent past and present, as it was lived and perceived by
the people of this study. I also show in what sense individuals may be understood to

construct their identities with reference to the immigrant experience.

“A review of the literature is part of subsection 5 and chapters 2 and 5.

5In 1914, there were 797.969 foreigners, or 50.6% of the city’s population, living
in the Federal District of Buenos Aires, cf. also chapter 5.
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Argentina has long ceased to be a desired destination for many European emigrants. I
will argue in the thesis that between the times of mass immigration and the present, the
two nations, Italy and Argentina, have reversed positions. What was the poor emigrant
nation, is now amongst the world’s top industrial nations, and what was a major
immigration country is now part of the so-called *Third World’. In the chapters, 2 and
3, I provide the historical background to this changed relationship which I term the
’inversion of roles’.

In chapter 4, I will then take the reader through a detailed examination of Argentina in
1988/89, a crucial year which was marked by the first democratic presidential succession
in 60 years and by chronic economic problems. Thus chapter 4 sets the scene of the
political and economic circumstances in which portefios lived under during my period of
fieldwork in 1988/89. Chapter 5 familiarizes the reader with the urban context where the
people of my study live, work and interact, making reference to the historically formed
geographical and social subdivisions of Buenos Aires.

Chapter 6 is a study of four networks of families of Italians and their descendants who
now belong to the upper and upper middle classes. Taking a diachronic approach, this
chapter investigates the related issues of ethnic and national identity, class distinctions and
political ideolbgies. Whilst these concerns remain consistent throughout the thesis, the
emphasis shifts with each chapter. Chapter 7, taking a seemingly more chronological
approach, looks at the narratives of three old men who came to Argentina during the
period of mass immigration. Each of them typifies, but by no means exhausts the
different ways of becoming Argentine in this century. In chapter 8, the controversial
nature of becoming Argentine, characterized by interrupted processes of modernization
and economic decline, surfaces in a discussion between two informants. The younger
generation descendants of Italian immigrants, along with their particular distinctions and
contradistinctions in food, language, class and political ideology are analysed in chapter
9. The politics of ethnicity, the formation of ethnic idioms reflecting particular interests,
and the issue of ethnic leadership are approached in chapter 10.

The concluding chapter reflects partly on the permutations of the notion of *America’ that
is held among the informants. This final chapter tries to develop some of the earlier
issues in view of more theoretical concerns of individual ’image formation’ related to

ethnic and national identity.
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2. Portefios and Italians:

The Issues of Class and Period of Immigration

In 1980, the Argentine census listed 487,000 persons as "born in Italy", whereas Italian
statistics, referring to 1981, speak of 1,278,023 "Italians in Argentina". The higher
Italian 'count’ is due to the different criteria of Italian consulates reporting back to the
Italian statistics office, ISTAT. Their calculations included those from the times of mass
immigration whose deaths had not been reported to them, second, third and fourth
generation Italo-Argentines with dual nationality’, and naturalized Argentines (cf.
Favero/Biago 1985:75,82).

As I will demonstrate in the thesis, ethnic identities do not match juridical boundaries,
but rather shift contextually with generation, historical period and social status. A person
can thus be born in Italy, be Italian for the Argentine census, have Argentine nationality
and describe him or herself as "Argentine”. Another person, who is classified as
"Argentine", may apply for an Italian passport (because his or her grandfather was
Italian), take Italian language courses and is active in Italian associations. Statisticians
have divided arriving immigrants up into ’periods’ (cf. chapter 2), but the idea that
immigrants arriving at the same time form homogeneous ’‘generations’ proves to be
illusory’. I intend to make it clear throughout the thesis that neither the period of
immigration nor the actual position of descent from immigrants is a sufficient variable
for explaining differences with regard to ethnic identity, language maintenance and social
status.

Since 1912 there has been an Italian law of dual nationality (legge n.555).
Descendants of Italians can apply for Italian passports when they can show proof that
either their mother(M), father(F), paternal grandfather(FF), or paternal great-
grandfather(FFF) had Italian nationality (even when these later became naturalized
Argentines).

"Kertzer (1983:127-129,141) has similarly questioned the usefulness of the concept
of ’generation’ for immigration research (and its more general sociological validity),
because, according to its usage, it can denote kinship descent, cohort, life-stage and
historical period.

17



Initially, I directed my field research towards those Italian immigrants who came to
Argentina during the last period of European immigrations after World War II (cf.
chaptexf 2 and 3). But it soon turned out that this categorization was artificial and
arbitrary since post-World War II immigrants live and act in a complex relationship with
immigrants of earlier migrations. One phenomenon frequently encountered was that of
single men who had come to Argentina after World War II and then married into families
of earlier Italian immigration.

The table below shows the distribution of 106 people with whom I conducted interviews.
They are classified according to both ’generation’ and period of immigration.

It should be emphasized that these are not all the persons consulted during my fieldwork
in Buenos Aires. However, the data pertaining to them has been recorded in the form of
individual interviews. Data on other persons appears in notes on the Italian association
and in my fieldwork diary. I use *generation’ here in the restricted sense of a sociological
*cohort’® and define as first-generation immigrants, persons born in Italy, that is Italians.
In the case of descendants, that is all second and subsequent generation immigrants, the
period of immigration refers to the ’latest’ immigrant in the direct maternal or paternal
line. This criterion of counting descent from the last Italian ancestor with reference to
ego, shows again the arbitrariness of any ’objective’ periodization of the generations of
immigrants. To give an example: in order to define their own generation of immigration,
descendants of marriages between spouses of different generations of immigration will
by no means automatically refer to the last maternal or paternal Italian ancestor in the
direct line. It depends often on context, family tradition and historical period, whether
or not an informant wishes to emphasize early Italian immigrants in the family or later
ones (cf. chapter 8).

The following distribution of descent is therefore based on my criteria and does not

necessarily reflect informants’ views.

¥A cohort is group of persons who share a certain characteristic, for example, *people
who were born in Italy and migrated to Argentina’. From this I do not infer any other
characteristic, for, in fact these people arrived at different historical times, at different
stages of their lives and in different social and economic circumstances (cf. also Kertzer
1983:141).
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Table 1;
Persons from Interviews: Generation and Period of Immigration

Generation Period of Immigration
of Immigration before WWII  between WWI and WWII  after WWII

2 5 52
3 13 12
2 4

W HE W -

1

persons of non-Italian descent and Italians only temporarily living in Buenos Aires: 12

Italians and their descendants are dispersed throughout Buenos Aires (cf. chapter 5).
Having been inspired by Marcus’ (1983:16-45), Cohen’s (1981:219-237) and
McDonogh’s (1986:3-14,203) recent anthropological work on elites’, my original idea
was to restrict my research to a few Italian families and their descendants who are part
of the Argentine upper class (clase alta), previously studied by sociologists and historians:
Imaz (1965, 1968), Sabato (1988), and Lewis (1990). I wished to investigate how
ideologies and practices relating to ethnic and national identity, and distinctions of status
and prestige could change with relation to the recent turbulent political and economic
history of Argentina. The results of that research are presented in chapter 6.

In the field, however, it proved to be very difficult to get access to elite families and to
establish continuous and friendly relations with them. I decided thus to widen my
approach and to include in my interviews Italians and descendants of upper middle class
(clase media alta) and middle class background (clase media). I also carried out
participant observation in a number of Italian associations (cf. chapter 10).

My classification of person’s class status combines ascriptive and achieved criteria, rather
than simply labelling them according to external criteria (such as an economist might do).
And as I will show in the thesis, immigrants and their descendants perceived their class

status as an achieved one through a process of social mobility during their lives (cf.

’Anthropologists, building on the theoretical insights of marxist, dependency and
early Italian elite theory (Mosca and Pareto) took interest in elites for two reasons.
Firstly, ’peripheral’ elites were seen as providing the link between the economic
metropoles and the peripheries, acting as more or less cohesive interest groups who share
common symbols and sometimes regionalist and nationalist ideologies. Secondly, their
relatively small numbers made them particularly feasible for anthropological study, once
the researcher had been accepted by them.
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chapters 6 and 7).

In practical terms, I first used ascriptive categories, that is to say categories by which
persons were either labelling themselves or others. The self-ascription of class status and
ascription by others, including my own perception, sometimes produced contradictory
results. In all cases I have tried to correlate the ascriptive criteria with external criteria
(derived from the existing sociological literature), such as residence, profession, control
of the means of production and, when available, additional information such as the
possession of US dollar accounts abroad.

But like the ascriptive categories used by individuals, ’external’ criteria, such as
classifications of residence and control over means of production, require a prior
knowledge of the class structure of Argentine society. Palomino (1987:31,136-148)
discusses critically the difficulties of devising class categories from Argentine census
data. The 1980 census, for example, divides the economically active population of
Argentina into salaried (72%) and non-salaried workers (28%). The non-salaried are
divided further into employers (6%; empleadores), self-employed (19 % ;cuentapropistas)
and those working for their families (3%; familiares). Palomino distinguishes between
employers with up to five employees (microempleadores) and employers with more than
five employees. The latter he subdivides further (but without giving the number of
employees) into small, medium and large employers (pequefios, medianos y grandes
empleadores). However, class structures cut across these occupational categories: the
microempleadores and a large part of the self-employed run minute businesses and are
often not better off than salaried workers. And about 14% of the employers with more
than five employees are listed in the census as professionals, directors, or supervisors.
It is suggested by Palomino that this group of 25.000 non-salaried people, includes the
"large entrepreneurs’ of Argentina (ibid.:141-145). A part of this group would thus
belong to the upper class, but not all of the upper class consists of large entrepreneurs.
Palomino recommends the categories devised by Germani in 1955 as a useful approach
to the Argentine class structure. These combine the criteria of occupational status and
social class. Germani distinguished between upper class (clase alta), middle class (clase
media) and lower class (clase baja o clase popular). The clase alta included a small
fraction of the employers(large entrepreneurs in agriculture, industry, and finance), some
self-employed (like lawyers and doctors) with particular high social prestige and a high
income, and some highly salaried persons with top positions in large companies. Persons

who received high incomes from rents on property were also included (from Palomino
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1987:145). The upper middle class, on the other hand, was composed of a part of the
medium and small employers, self-employed and non-manual salaried workforce. The
clase baja consisted of the manual, salaried workforce. In 1965, the main categories of
Germani’s scheme were used in a survey on the distribution of income in Argentina. The
findings confirmed that a small fraction of the population, that is 1%, of heterogeneous
occupational status (in which large entrepreneurs, landowners, self-employed and people
living from rents predominated) received 25% of the national income (Palomino
1987:147).

Still, while Germani’s categories allow for the existence of segments in the Argentine
class structure, they too are based upon ascriptive categories such as ’social prestige’.
Social prestige is not only difficult to quantify but it changes its connotations over time
and requires an understanding of the specific context of Argentine society. In my usage
of different categories of class in Argentine society, I will generally follow the
terminology suggested by Palomino (1987:145, based on Germani 1955). I will, however,
also refer to ascriptions made by informants, which suggest different points of emphasis
and implication. With reference to the clase alta and clase media alta the additional
criteria of residence and access to the means of production are defined as follows: the
upper middle and upper class residential quarters of Buenos Aires are located in the zona
norte, including the northern suburbs (cf. chapter 5). Ownership of the means of
production, such as in medium or large businesses, that is to say those with employees,
factories and large-scale farms (estancias), indicates upper middle and upper class status.
US dollar accounts abroad (mainly in Uruguay, the USA and Switzerland) are another
clear indicator of upper middle and upper class status. According to the above criteria,
out of the 106 informants listed above, 31 persons are from the upper class, 53 from the

upper middle class, and 22 from the middle class.

The following map shows the approximate spatial distribution of interview locations on

a map of Greater Buenos Aires.
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3. Fieldwork and the collection of ethnographic data

Given the dispersion of Italians and their descendants over an extensive city where I
could not depart from notions of ethnic neighbourhoods (cf. chapter 5), I used a flexible
method of doing fieldresearch in the form of interviews and participant observation with
informants as unrelated individuals, members of families and associations.

I carried out 163 interviews with 106 informants over a period of 15 months (September
1988 to December 1989). Contacts varied in length and character. Approximately half
of these people were interviewed only once, which I shall explain in a moment. A very
few interviews consisted of just telephone conversations, whereas others implied a whole
day or even, in some cases, a whole weekend spent with the people concerned. The
majority of meetings, however, were prearranged, fixed interviews, often conducted in
the question-answer pattern of an open interview, lasting between one to two hours.
According to circumstances, different techniques of data-recording were employed, such

as tape recording, note-taking during the interview and writing up from memory.

I conducted interviews both in Spanish and Italian. I began usually in Italian when I
assumed that the informant would speak it. This was done in order to determine the
degree to which people could speak and understand Italian. Some informants actually
understood Italian but did not speak it!°.

In times of mass-immigration, immigrants spoke a mixture of Italian and Spanish
(cocoliche). Linguistic. research has shown that in this ’pidgin’-language both Italian was
hispanicized and Spanish italianized" (cf. GroBmann 1926, Meo Zilio/Rossi 1970,
Whinnom 1971, Acuiia-Terrugi 1982, Cara-Walker 1987). By contrast, the dialect, or

probably better still, 'argot’ of Buenos Aires, lunfardo, includes influences from many

10See the conversation between an immigrant and a descendant of immigrants in
chapter 8, one of them speaking Spanish and the other Italian.

"Acufia-Terrugi (1982:35-82) employed the term ’linguistic confusion’ to characterize

the fluid boundaries of cocoliche, which would make it impossible to isolate with
precision the respective influences of Spanish and Italian. Moreover, Malmberg
(1950:170) argued that the Spanish spoken in ’cosmopolitan’ Buenos Aires does not
display fixed rules of pronunciation.
Whinnom (1971:102) has disputed altogether that cocoliche was a pidgin-language
because it did not standardize its grammatical rules and vocabulary, and soon developed
in the direction the target language, Argentine Spanish; a point that had already been
made by Gromann (1926:148-154,159).
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immigrant languages, but particularly from Genovese Italian'2.

Approximately one third of the meetings took place at the home of the individuals and
families, another third at their place of employment (usually an office). The remaining
third consisted of informal meetings in bars, restaurants, theatres and cinemas.

During an exploratory phase of approximately three months I contacted Italian institutions
(e.g. the Italian Cultural Institute) and Argentine academic institutions. However,
given the busy lives of the people I wished to meet, interviews could only be carried out

at very irregular intervals, depending very much upon when it suited them.

I thus decided to employ a double strategy of individual interviews and participant
observation, by attending the meetings of Italian associations. I attended some 70
executive committee meetings, general assemblies and social functions at the
COEMIT", FEDITALIA (umbrella organisation of Italian associations in Argentina),
Circulo Italiano (Italian Club), the Italian Chamber of Commerce in Argentina, and
welfare organisations such as the Patronato Italiano, the Unione e Benevolenza, and the
Patronato INCA.

Apart from notes based on individual interviews and meetings at the Italian associations,
I kept a diary throughout my time in the field which includes observations on daily life
in Buenos Aires and notes on conversations with portefios of all classes and ethnic

backgrounds.

12 inguistic research has shown that Italian immigrants adopted Argentine Spanish
as a ’lingua franca’ much faster in cities than in the countryside, in order to communicate
with other immigrants and Italians who spoke unintelligible dialects. This process was
slower in the countryside, especially where Italians lived in ethnically homogeneous
colonies (cf. Blanco et al. 1982:113). For a fuller discussion of language and
ethnographic examples, see chapters 9 and 10.

[ also contacted German and German-Argentine institutions. My original research
proposal aimed to compare Italians and Germans in Buenos Aires. In practical terms, this
meant a further fragmentation of my ethnographic time, so I eventually abandoned this
line of research.

YComitato dell’Emigrazione Italiana, the elected committee of Italian immigrants in
the consular district of Buenos Aires, cf. chapter 10.
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My main problem of method was, that having been an anthropologist who had carried
out a village study, I had now to come to terms with fieldwork in a metropolis.
Fieldwork in Buenos Aires involving individuals who do not form a visible group or are
not bound by any single institution, and are only partly defined by social class and ethnic
background, meant research in short meetings all over the city. There was no continuous
flux of ethnographic time; rather there existed time-sets, that is time-segments spent with
different persons, often with very long intervals between them. Due to their work-
schedules and the rhythms of their busy lives, I saw the people I was interested in not in
daily but weekly and monthly intervals.

To illustrate the spatial and temporal fragmentation intrinsic to this kind of urban
fieldwork, which was not confined to the village-type boundaries of a particular
neighbourhood, ethnic ghetto or kinship-based residence group, the following table shows
the irregularity of meetings with members of one nuclear family, consisting of three

people.

Table 2: Intervals between Contacts

Intervals between Family Members Location

Contacts Present
1 bar in Buenos Aires(BA)
10 days 1 telephone conversation
1 week 2 Italian Chamber
of Commerce
3 weeks 3 home BA and Province of BA
1 month 1 office and restaurant BA
1 week 1 telephone conversation
2 weeks 1 Lion’s club BA
2 weeks 1 2cd office BA
20 days 1 3rd office BA
10 weeks 1 telephone conversation
4 days 1 bar BA
2 weeks 3 home BA
1 week 1 factory BA
2 weeks 1 bar BA

I did not live with a particular family as there is no tradition of renting out a room among
upper middle class and upper class families. I rented a flat in San Telmo, a middle class
area in the South of Buenos Aires (cf. chapter 5). My neighbours in this block of flats,
a woman in her fifties and her son (an art historian of my age) became close friends.

Soon, I was invited for tea, lunch and dinner. The discussions and partly shared lives
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with these neighbours, as well as with other middle class portefios in my neighbourhood
(like the owner and the waiters of the restaurant where I used to eat frequently, the
newspaper seller, and the greengrocer) were all important for familiarizing me with
Buenos Aires. Living in a middle class area, and partly sharing the lives of people who
were not my ’target group’ in the strict sense, helped me to view my interview-group
from a different angle in the wider context of portefio-society.

The telephone was an essential means of setting up appointments, and usually I went out
of my flat to interview people. I had to go to them - they would not seek me out where
I lived®. With a monthly scholarship of about 600US $ per month I enjoyed the income
of a person on a good salary. Working class salaries paid in the local currency,
Australes, were equal to around $100 to 150$ per month'®, It is almost assumed that
Europeans are wealthier than most Argentines, and my scholarship meant that in 1989

I had an income comparable to those at the lower end of the upper middle class.

Finally, I would like to draw attention to the different types of data recorded during
fieldwork. I had to make a virtue of the fragmentation of fieldwork and to draw my
information from a variety of sources which included interviews, participant observation,
personal documents of informants'’, archival and pamphlet material®, as well as films
and photographs. However, due to the rather reclusive attitude of my upper-class
informants, I was not able to gather letters or larger collections of correspondence from

them.

I made extensive use of Buenos Aires’ dense network of public transport. The buses
(colectivos) run also on minor roads, and a medium-sized underground system is in
operation. The suburbs are served by trains. Eventual hazards (cf. chapter 4) included
bus and train strikes, and power cuts affecting the underground. I also used taxis, which
were affordable, an average journey cost about 70 pence.

For a discussion on exchange rates, inflation and informants making calculations in
USS$, see chapter 4.

1See, for example, the autobiography of an immigrant in chapter 6.

1®The main sources for archival and pamphlet material were the Italian institutions
and associations in Buenos Aires where I also carried out participant observation
(CO.EM.IT., Italian Chamber of Commerce and FEDITALIA; cf. chapter 10), and to
a lesser extent the Archivo General de 1a Nacién and the Direccién de Migraciones, cf.
chapter 3.

26



With regard to the period of mass immigration(1870-1930), the best collections of letters
from immigrants to Argentina are the critical editions of letters by Franzina (1979) and
Baily/Ramella (1980)". Letters are important as documents of migration history because
they throw a particular light on the mutual production of perceptions in the migration
process. They were often the discursive medium in which the emigrants expressed their
hopes, fears, and anger about the new situation. They are particularly revealing of the
processes of image-formation, the selective reading and interpretation of the migration
experience. Many of the characteristic features employed in the letters such as the
brightening up, distortion and glorification of events as well as their pejorative tainting,
all worked consciously and unconsciously to convey a particular image to the reader (a
relative or a friend). They anticipate in many ways similar narratives of contemporary
immigrants and descendants of immigrants recounting their migratory experience
(cf.chapters 6 to 9 and 11).

Not only do these letters tell us something about the character of the writer and the
addressee, they are also revealing about the wider context in which they often literally
"appeared’. Far from being the private affairs of relatives separated by an ocean, these
letters were in fact often published in the local papers and circulars of the cities and
villages in Italy from which the writers had originally emigrated. And, according to the
ideological position of the publication, be it the ’Agricultural Herald’ of the local
landowhers who in that particular year and region were against emigration because
depopulation had already meant a severe shortage of cheap manual labour, or be it the
local paper tied to interests of the emigration agencies and large ship owners in favour
of emigration®, such letters were selectively published to further propagandist ends
(Franzina 1979:93).

Life-histories were a particular kind of data obtained through interviews. These life-
histories are constructed narratives: they bestow meaning to past events retrospectively.
In doing so, the "narrators’ emphasize certain events, play down others, and leave some
out altogether. My interest in these life-histories lay less in the factual veracity of events
(though in some cases I was able to check them), than in the type of events people chose
to tell me, and how and why they told them (cf. also Faraday/Plummer 1979:776, Agar

Pef. also Ferrari (1989), Gibelli (1989) and Anderegg (1990).
2cf. chapter 2 for the debate on emigration in Italy.
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1980:225). In chapter 6, I have been able to balance the accounts and life-histories of
several family members with those of other members of the family. Chapter 7, on the
other hand, draws completely on individual life-histories?. Other chapters, such as 4,
8, 9 and 10, are based much more on participant observation of activities shared with the

people I studied.

4. Fieldwork with Argentines of European descent,

and Differences of perception

When I was doing earlier fieldwork in Sutera (Sicily), people were generally available
to my enquiries, once I had become known in the village. I could go to the houses of
most people and visit them during the socially acceptable hours of the day. Furthermore,
the piazza (village square) provided me with the opportunity to talk regularly with men
and women who were on the afternoon stroll (passeggiata), or men and boys who were
just ’hanging around’ during the daytime. Going shopping and walking all over the
extensive village territory, I would also get to know married and widowed women who
would only go out of the house for shopping, doing some work in the immediate vicinity
or chatting with female neighbours. Even if somebody was not available at a particular
time, there was always somebody else to talk to, or an incident to observe.

By contrast, in metropolitan Buenos Aires, I felt that I was extremely dependent on the

good-will of individuals for interviews. Ethnographic data-gathering not only seemed to

AL ife-histories have already been used in migration research on Argentina. One
example is Marsal (1969) reproducing the life history of a Spanish immigrant to
Argentina. Some scattered pieces of life-histories are also found in Korn (1988).

Abou (1972) provides an interesting collection of very intimately and personally narrated
life-histories of second and third generation Lebanese immigrants in Argentina.

In the late 1970s a group of Argentine anthropologists carried out a systematic project
on the life-histories of Italian and Spanish immigrants (Garcia et al. 1982). Based on a
sample of 80 life histories, the authors observed among these immigrants a general trend
towards the secularization and unification of regional and religious identities in the new
urban environment. The existence of relatives and friends in Argentina seems to have
been the most common incentive to migration, and it was in the second generation that
descendants of immigrants acquired an ’Argentine’ identity, that is to say they refused
to speak Italian or an Italian dialect and professed themselves to be Argentines
(ibid.:200,206,209).
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be fragmented, but also fugitive and fragile. Information was often collected at one
meeting which was difficult to repeated or check upon. The expanse of the city, the
geographic dispersion of interviews, and the class status of people who would somehow
*grant’ interview- time to me at their convenience, reinforced my initial impression that
ethnographic information would only come in inimitable instalments. It was only much
later, and to a greater part afier I came back from the field, that I would perceive the
whole time that I had spent in Buenos Aires as an evolving process of understanding,
consisting of many different pieces of which the interviews were only one part.

When I began the research, and met a descendant of upper class Italians for the first
time, he promised that he would introduce me to his father and indeed to the whole
family for interview. He also promised that his mother would compile a list of people I
could speak to. I was indeed able to carry out more interviews with his parents, who
were living a very reclusive life in an upper class suburb of Buenos Aires and, with their
help, I also got new interviewees. But I never managed to meet the original informant
again, a man in his late 30s. For reasons I never understood, he would never answer the
telephone, and sometimes his existence at that number was denied altogether. In another
instance, even my credentials from LSE, the Italian Institute of Buenos Aires and upper
class Italian friends, proved to be fruitless when I wanted to interview a particular Italian
executive of a multinational company. And once I had finally established contact with
people, it was very difficult to maintain. I continually had to follow them up and to phone
for new appointments. Only after an extended period, when a certain familiarity or
friendship developed between researcher and the subjects of the study, would people
come back to me, and then only very irregularly. Insisting on further interviews was
often a delicate matter. My basic aim was to meet people as often as possible, to share
at least partly their lives. Sometimes, requests for further encounters were thus greeted
with surprised reactions, such as: "I thought I had already told you everything". Most of
the persons interviewed believed that I was interested in statistical and historical data
about immigration, but not in their personal life-styles, life-histories or political opinions.
I usually introduced myself as a student of Italian immigration who was interested in the
personal experience of the informant. Most people were quite willing to meet, but often
responded in very general terms on what they thought about Italian immigration in
Argentina. That was interesting data, but usually it took several meetings to reach a more
personal level, especially as upper class people were not interested in confiding details

of their private lives to a stranger. Clearly, I had to use a variety of research methods.
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I was quite used to writing up from memory, because in Sicily there is a general
suspicion of a person writing down information about another person.

In Buenos Aires, I did not always explain to people that I was recording information
about them. In particular those with whom I became familiar and mixed in leisure

pursuits were mostly unaware that I would later record our meetings.

People I approached for interview usually reacted with a mixture of surprise and curiosity
to the fact that I was a German doing research on Italians in Argentina. Not only
informants, but also many academics in Argentina held what I would call ’a balkanized
view of ethnic research’, meaning that a German should do research on German
immigrants in Argentina, an Englishman on the Anglo-Argentines and so forth. Once
people realized my genuine interest, my fluency in Italian and a certain familiarity with
Italian culture, I was accepted, especially among middle and upper middle class Italians
and descendants. People from the upper classes often lived a very cosmopolitan life,
sometimes spoke several languages, and sent their children to foreign universities in the
United States and Europe.

In one particular case, however, my nationality posed a perhaps understandable obstacle.
I had tried to interview former partisans who fought against Nazi Germany and Fascist
Italy, and emigrated after World War II to Argentina. Because I had one good initial
contact, most ex-partisans responded favourably to my enquiries. But one day, the leader
of one the associations of Italian partisans in Argentina told me that I could go no further
with my enquiries, that he could understand my quest for knowledge, but that I too had
to understand the sensitivities of some of the ex-partisans. He explained that these
sensitivities were partly to do with my curiosity about the times of the last military
dictatorship (1976-1983), when Italian ex-partisans were persecuted and had to flee the
country. Some partisans were also sensitive to the fact that I was German and thus
represented the people they had fought against during the war.

However, being German helped me in one important way which I only realized after my
initial research on German-Argentines. It helped me to look at Italians and their
descendants in Argentina with a certain ’cultural’ distance, precisely because I was not
Italian. But it also helped me to observe and identify similar processes of identity
construction, which the Italians in Argentina shared with other European immigrants.
Among the German Argentines, my assumptions about my own German identity and

values were challenged in a disturbing way. I had been educated after the Second World
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War and in West Germany by anti-fascist parents, and had enjoyed a very liberal
education at highschool. Hence I had internalized particular notions regarding German
history, the Third Reich and the Holocaust in particular, which were not shared by all
the German-Argentines I met®, Still, these people claimed to be German like me, and
spoke German in a very particular hispanicized version of Belgrano-Deutsch?.

Doing some initial fieldwork with Germans in Argentina was thus an apprenticeship
which helped me to see Italians and their descendants in Argentina, not simply as
transplanted Europeans, but as people in their own right who had transformed old values
and practices and developed new ones. Though some could say that Italians and Germans
in Argentina are ’just Argentines’, which many of them formally are (by having only an
Argentine passport), this does not imply a consolidated national identity. Through my
experience with the German-Argentines and their unsettling of my own assumptions, I
could see how a visiting Italian might react to the notions of, for example, Fascism ,

regional differences in Italy, and politics in general upheld by Italo-Argentines.

I also became aware of the importance of a more fundamental point which immediately
confronts every social scientist working on contemporary Argentina: while many
European values, ideologies, and artefacts persist, their character changes and they are
found in new, hitherto unprecedented contexts. Central concepts like the ’military’,
’democracy’, and also the perception of European nations - 'Italy’, 'France’, England’ -
and their representations and influences (in, for example, Argentine architecture) refer
to their original designations, but suggest something else and are not to be confounded
with their original characterization. One example of such new meaning conferred on old
designations is the salient portefio-expression that 'Buenos Aires is the Paris of South
America’, or that parts of "Buenos Aires are like Paris’. Such statements evoke multiple
meanings pertaining to a specific historical period (the early decades of this century),

certain building styles and the life-style of the upper classes (to name just a few), and

2] remember, for example, one of my German Argentine informants driving me
around the Buenos Aires suburb of Villa Ballester (which had high German immigration
rates), and proudly pointing to a house where during the time of the Third Reich
Germans sang the National Socialist Party anthem "Die Fahne hoch ...", commonly
known as "Horst-Wessel-Lied" after its author Horst Wessel (1907-1933).

Bi.e. ’Belgrano-German’, after the northern district of Belgrano which had high
German immigration rates.

31



should never be just taken for granted by the anthropologist. The reference is nor made
to Paris per se, but to a new complex arrangement and transformation of European
influences in Buenos Aires. The European observer is, of course, susceptible at first to
taking familiar terms at face-value, especially when even more ’analytical’ categories,
such as hybridization, syncretism, imitation and copying, all make reference to the
supposed existence and validity of an original form from which meaning can be
derived®.

In my opinion, the best way to handle confusions of characterization which arise from
similarities of terms in different cultures, is to follow a strict ethnographic approach. It
is best to assume that one does not know the finite meaning of words like *democracy’,
"Fascism’, and ’Italy’. Rather, one should explore their specific meaning in the context
of indigenous cultures. This approach, and the necessity of using it, will become

particularly clear in chapters 4, and 6 to 9.

%Gombrich (1966:83-88) has suggested, that subsequent stylistic categories of art
(like Classic, Romanesque, Gothic) basically mask two essentialist categories; the
classical and the non-classical, which were used as exclusive terms to distinguish between
’us’ and ’them’ (or by extension, I would argue, between tradition and innovation,
originals and deviations).
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5. The Change of Paradigms

Argentine historians are only now turning to individual sources of migration history, such
as biographies, letters and interviews in the ’oral history’-fashion. This new direction of
research is influenced by a critique of the older research paradigm which understood the
formation of modern Argentina as a crisol de razas (melting pot of races). Using a
similar framework than the North-American melting-pot paradigm?, the sociologist,
Germani (1970), and the historian, Romero (1963), argued that immigrants of different
origins and their descendants had given up their original identities in Argentina and were
now fused together to form a new people: Argentines of European descent. This view
suggested that, because mass immigration occurred on such a large and unprecedented
scale?, the loss of identities was not a matter of ’assimilation’ to a hypothetically
dominant Argentine national identity. Rather, according to the crisol de razas-argument,
the processes of identity transformation were characterized by the fusion and
amalgamation of the immigrants and descendants into a new Argentine society. It was
Germani (1955, 1962,1970,1975) who, inspired by the modernization theories of
American social sciences, formulated most clearly a sequential scheme to understand the
modernization of Argentina in the 19th and 20th centuries. According to his scheme,
stage I and II were comprised of the colonial period up until 1812 and the period from
Independence to consolidation of the nation in 1852. Modermnization, the 'emergence of
modern’ society, effectively started under the regime of ’oligarchic Liberalism’ and the
impact of mass immigration in the late 19th century (phase III). The next important step
(phase IV) consisted of the ’mobilization of the masses’ under national and populist
regimes (as, for example, in the 1930s after the fall of Yrigoyen; and during Peronism,
1943-55). It was also during this stage which saw renewed attempts of authoritarian
(military dictatorships) and populist regimes (Peronism 1973-76), that the dissolution of
ethnic identities eventually took place (Germani 1975:100-101).

5Cf. the famous critique by Glazer/Moynihan (1970%xxxiii, xcvii).

%For migration statistics, see chapter 2. Romero refers to this era as the ’alluvial
period’, when almost literally a deluge of immigrants arrived on the shores of the River
Plate.

33



Speaking of the transformations of identities from the 1930s onwards, Germani
concluded:

"Taking into account this fact [i.e. that between 1890 and 1920, foreigners accounted for
70 to 80% of the inhabitants of Buenos Aires], it is really surprising that their economic,
social and cultural integration happened faster than in the United States, and without
creating persistent ethnic subcultures ... .

"There were and are no Italo-Argentines, Hispano-Argentines or Polish-Argentines, in
the way that there are Iralo-Americans or Irish-Americans ...; nor did urban segregation
persist - as it did in the Lirrle Italies or Little Spains [of the United States] - , despite the
fact that the period of European mass immigration to Argentina lasted ten years longer
[till 1930] than to the United States.

"The children of the foreigners, and in most cases the foreigners themselves (especially,
Spaniards and Italians who were the most numerous), assimilated themselves to the
[receiving] society and its culture much faster than in the other immigration countries,
particularly the United States. But it was a culture which was very different to that which
existed before mass immigration. Because, rather than dealing with the phenomenon of
assimilation in those regions where the foreigners were concentrated, one has to speak
of syncretism. The language, the cultural models, [and] the different personalities of
immigrants modified considerably the original ’Creole’ society, creating a new one in
which all the components were fused in a relatively short period. Hence, assimilation
engendered a mutation of identity: while the children of the immigrants considered
themselves Argentines, thereby cancelling completely their various national origins, their
[new] identity continued to be different from that of 'Creole’ Argentina prior to mass
immigration. "

(Germani 1975:103-105)

Assuming the almost total dissolution or obliteration of original identities, this new
Argentine identity still posed definitional problems to the melting-pot analysts because,
as Germani himself acknowledged:

"The system of stratification and many social values were sharply affected by the
overwhelming mass of foreign population. The old creole stock was replaced by a new
type which has not yet been clearly defined."

(Germani 1970:298; my italics)

American historians, such as Baily (1981)” and Szuchman (1977; 1980:5-6,73-74,147-
158; 1986:47,53), questioned the relevance of the melting-pot paradigm to the Argentine
case, and argued that ethnic identities involving language, food and social solidarity were
maintained much longer than had originally been assumed. Argentine scholars like

Devoto have supported this critique in numerous case studies, particularly in regard to

ZSee chapter 5 for a more detailed presentation of Baily’s data and arguments with
regard to immigration to Buenos Aires.
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Italian immigration. They have focused, for example, on the ’inner’ social structure of
the ethnic group, the role of its elite in mutual aid societies, newspapers, and factories,
language maintenance, and ethnically endogamous marriage patterns. This new approach
has sometimes been called pluralismo cultural (cultural pluralism) and one article written
in this fashion, posed, in its subtitle the challenging question: "Cultural pluralism or
melting pot?" (Freundlich de Seefeld 1986).

A recent critique of the pluralist perspective has argued that its findings, while providing
long desired knowledge of ethnic communities, focus too narrowly on the constitution of
single ethnic groups in Argentina, and neglect their relation to the wider society and other
ethnic groups (Sabato 1988, 1989). Moreover, Sabato argues that the new approach is
largely due to the ideological orientation of its authors who favour a multicultural society.
Sabato remains at a critical distance from both the melting pot paradigm and the
multicultural approach, and advocates a reassessment of the role of the Argentine State
in the formation of the nation?.

Reviewing these different research tendencies, it becomes clear that they are not merely
different analytical tools. They are the expression of particular ideologies which comment
on Argentine history. They therefore reflect very much the way that members of a society
perceive themselves. The Argentine version of the melting pot paradigm, as well as being
a research paradigm, was also a product of the folk conception of the immigrant society
from the 1930s onwards. It therefore reflects the pervasive mood of the confident ’rich’
Argentina (up until the 1950s), which emphasized its own national achievements and tried
to ignore or forget the humble origins of the immigrant generation. There was no need
to look for a particular European ethnic identity, when the attributes of status and prestige
(mainly in the form of high social, material and educational mobility) were seen as the
intrinsic products of Argentine society.

Conversely, the idea of cultural pluralism seems more attractive in a period marked by

ZWhile Sabato denounces the crisol de razas and the pluralismo cultural approaches

as political ideologies, she does not fundamentally challenge the *primordial’ conception
of ethnicity which are inherent in both, neither does the recent critique by Miguez et al.
(1991:807-808).
By contrast, in the North American debate Yancey et al. (1976:391,399) argued that both
assimilationists and pluralists emphasized the ’cultural origins’ of ethnic groups(i.e. see
ethnicity as a primordial feature) and based their arguments on "...untested assumptions
about the importance of the portable heritage which a group brings from one generation
and place to another." (ibid.:399)
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the failure of national undertakings by military and civilian governments who hoped to
couple strong nationalistic sentiments to economic success. Why should anyone wish to
emphagize Argentina as a nation, when Argentina is now synonymous with economic
decline, military dictatorship, and a fragile democracy, despite it once being an axiom
for immense wealth and a paternalistic democracy? It is therefore now more appealing
to turn to other forms of identity, especially when Italy and Spain, which were once
regarded as poor by comparison to Argentina (and indeed once sent their poor to
Argentina) are now leading industrial *First World’ powers.

From an anthropological point of view, the particular problem of the multicultural
approach in both its academic and folk-versions (among academics and ethnic leaders),
is that it conceives of ethnic identity as something like an unchanging, immutable
characteristic which, while circumstances may change, remains basically unaltered.
Another weakness of multicultural research has been its obsession with functional
parameters of ethnic identity such as chain migration and rates of marriage endogamy and
exogamy in ethnic groups. While it is true that these concepts have helped to explain in
detail the dynamics of the migrational process, they have, at the same time, become
inadequate when trying to deal with issues of ethnic identity. Multicultural research has
not only, as Sabato says, overstressed the importance of inner-ethnic sphere as opposed
to the intra-ethnic dimension. It has also failed to address the very problem which makes
research on ethnic identities in Argentina so difficult, that is the multifaceted and highly
oscillating, processual nature of ethnicity in Argentina. As I will argue, ethnic identity
is displayed in compartmentalized and fragmented ways, and it cannot be reduced to
single social ’institutions’, like the family, or ’functions’, such as marriage endogamy.
Different identities co-exist at the same time, just as they also come into conflict.
Although some authors of the *multicultural approach’ acknowledge that marriage patterns
among ethnic groups are not the only indicator of their social integration, at the same
time they take it for granted that, within an endogamous marriage, ethnic identity is
maintained. As the following quote shows, they assume this without any further
ethnohistorical research into the character of the family:

"On the other hand it is in the intimacy of the family and with the socialization of new
generations that customs and ways of life are reaffirmed and transmitted. [And it is in the
family] where the traditions of every ethnic community, or where - incipiently - the
homogenization or fusion of different cultures takes place."”

(Freundlich de Seefeld 1986:205)

A high rate of endogamy -does not tell us anything about the performance of Italian,

36



Ligurian and Sicilian people outside their community. These people, especially when they
worked for Argentine companies, came into contact with other immigrants and Argentines
of immigrant descent. They then spoke Spanish, even with their Italian colleagues if they
were not from the same region, because Spanish was adopted as the lingua franca. It
therefore seems less relevant that on returning home from work, they would be engaged
in their community, speaking the dialect, eating typical food, and going to the feast of
the patron saint. Their dialect, their own food, even the relationship between the
endogamous spouses was soon affected by the influences of urban life and wider
Argentine society, as Minicuci (1989) has shown in a recent study on Calabrian
immigrants in Buenos Aires. Thus, Szuchman (like Freundlich de Seefeld 1986; cf.
above), in an otherwise perceptive study on social mobility and ethnicity in Cérdoba at
turn of the century, seems to have wrongly juxtaposed the issues, when discussing
’ethnicity’ in relation to public and private domains:

"...very little of ethnicity was discussed in the meetings or manifested in the association’s
activities. On the other hand families guarded their ethnicity zealously, as evidenced in
the choices of marriage partners.”

(Szuchman 1980:173)

I shall argue in this thesis that a regional or local identity can very well co-exist with the
broader processes of Argentine socialization. Furthermore, ethnicity cuts across different
social domains such as the family (chapter 6), voluntary associations and the state
(chapters 7 to 10). Chain migration and rates of endogamy should not be taken as clear

indicators of the maintenance of an ethnic identity.

In order to understand the complexities of the identities of the Italians and their
descendants in Buenos Aires, I propose to reconsider briefly some of the literature on
ethnic identity. As we will see (particularly in chapters 8, 9 and 10), Italians in Buenos
Aires, and their leaders in particular, conceive of their ethnic identity (best conveyed by
the concept of ’roots’, radici) as some essence which remains unchanged through time
and goes back to an almost mythical past prior to immigration.

Frederick Barth (1969:13-14) established the idea that ethnic groups rather than being
categorically seen as bearers of a specific culture, are better defined by ’categorical
ascriptions’, the ethnic demarcations they and others apply to them. These boundaries are
social boundaries first of all, but can also have territorial equivalents. Barth insisted that
the persistence of boundaries does not imply a similar continuity of the recruitment base

of the social group it refers to, which can change while the boundary remains the same
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(1969:21). As Epstein (1978:96) rightly emphasized, Barth’s approach shifts the interest
of research from the content of ethnic identity to the demarcation or boundary which it
circumscribes.

Following Barth, a series of authors, particularly, Cohen (1974, 1981), see ethnic
conflicts expressed by differing definitions of ethnic boundaries, as a result of the
competition of various interest groups over territory, economic resources, and education.
According to this view, ethnic groups are inserted into the system of social stratification
as interest groups, competing for the distribution of resources.

But, as Williams (1989:405) recently pointed out, this approach does not take into
account the ideological legitimization of the distribution of resources, and fails to make
a proper distinction between ethnic groups and other, non-ethnic interest groups.
Williams, following Keyes (1981), concludes that a satisfactory theory of ethnicity has
to take into account the material motivations as well as the cultural formulations of ethnic
identity. Consequently, a theory of ethnicity should not be based solely on the context of
a social situation but should also consider the ideological readings of that situation.
Recent studies have indicated the ambiguous and oscillating character of ethnicity which
finds its expression in the flexibility of the composition of ethnic groups, as well as in
the elasticity of ethnic boundaries (a characteristic that was not originally envisaged by
Barth who insisted on the persistence of ethnic boundaries). The ambiguity is also
compounded by the fact, that ethnic boundaries are not usually accepted unanimously
within the same group, nor by outsiders. They are subject to a continuous negotiating
process of reformulation and redefinition (cf. Fischer 1986:173-177, Clifford 1989:277-
346, Roosens 1989:17-20).

Furthermore, ethnic identities have particular symbolic representations which vary
according to age, sex, generation, social class, and historical period, and can also
diminish in importance for the individual altogether - as Di Leonardo (1984:134,191,231-
232) shows with her research on the descendants of Italians in California. Other
investigations have also provided evidence to suggest that individuals can maintain more
than one ethnic identity or ethnic allegiance at the same time, as Woolard (1989)
demonstrated in her discussion of the overlapping usages of Catalan and Spanish in

Barcelona?.

»See her highly illustrative metaphor for ethnicity in Catalonia:
"In this elaborate metaphor, the Spanish state and Catalonia are two pieces of cloth both
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What started off as a contest between one research tradition, which emphasized the
’primordial qualities’ of ethnicity, and another, which insisted on the variability and
symbolic construction of ethnic identities, has meanwhile led some authors to suggest that
ethnicity is [wholly] ’invented’. Conzen et al. write:

"With Werner Sollors, we view ethnicity neither as primordial (ancient, unchanging,
inherent in a groups blood, soul or misty past), nor as purely instrumental (calculated and
manipulated primarily for political ends). Rather, ethnicity itself is to be understood as
a cultural construction accomplished over historical time. Ethnic groups in modern
settings are constantly recreating themselves, and ethnicity is continuously reinvented in
response to changing realities both within the group and the host society. Ethnic group
boundaries, for example, must be repeatedly renegotiated, while expressive symbols of
ethnicity(ethnic traditions) must be repeatedly reinterpreted. By historicizing the
phenomenon, the concept of invention allows for the appearance, metamorphosis,
disappearance, and reappearance of ethnicities."

(Conzen et al. 1990:38)

Persuasive in the post-modern fashion as the arguments of Conzen et al. may sound, I
would argue that the term ’invention’ is not sufficient for understanding ethnicity. The
’invention of tradition’ has been used by Hobsbawm/Ranger (1981) to characterize very
specific processes by which the English Royalty in the 18th and 19th centuries did indeed
’invented’ particulars of anthems, coronation ceremonies and state funerals, which were
almost installed to become traditions. Now, while some distinctive markers of ethnic
identity may indeed occasionally be ’invented’*, the whole ethnic identity of a person
or of a group at any given time is far more complex and cannot be subsumed or
explained by the concept of ’invention’. Rather than being constantly recreated or
reinvented over again, certain elements or components of ethnic identity may be
reinvented in different contexts. It would be more appropriate to speak of reformulation

and reinterpretation, or "formalization and ritualization" (Hobsbawm 1983:4), particularly

delineated and bound together by the seam of ethnicity. At first glance, the seam appears
as a single line differentiating Catalans and Castilians. But against the backdrop of the
Spanish state, where it asserts the unity of the region in the face of external power,
Catalan ethnicity shows up like a white thread. When we flip the garment over and look
at the thread of ethnicity against the background of Catalan society, we find that ethnic
phenomena are of an entirely different color."

(Woolard 1989:139)

%%An example would be the erection of the statue of Mazzini by the Italo-Argentine
community in Buenos Aires in 1879, which even later generations of ethnic leaders refer
to (cf. chapter 7).
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since some key concepts used by Italo-Argentines, such as ’Italy’, fatherland (patria),
and roots (radici), retain their wording and even symbols over time, while changing their
meaning. The other issue, which seems to have been ignored in recent post-modern talk
about ’invention and reinvention’, is, then, the question of how, when so much time is
spent emphasizing discontinuities, do we account for the obvious regularities and
continuities?

While I am not advocating a return to a stress on primordial characteristics, I would
nonetheless draw the attention to the mix of elements of longer and shorter duration in
ethnic phenomena®. I am not arguing against the changeability or malleability of ethnic
phenomena. What I am saying is quite simply, that one should take care to consider the
different historical time spans of their constituent elements. Hence, one of the analytical
fallacies committed by authors writing of ’invented ethnicity’, is that they see invention
as the opposite of tradition which it is not. For example, Clifford writes:

"The related institutions of culture and tribe are historical inventions, tendentious and
changing. They do not designate stable realities that exist aboriginally ’prior to’ the
colonial clash of societies and powerful representations. The history of Mashpee is not
of unbroken tribal institutions or cultural traditions."”

(Clifford 1988:338)

If invention is a product of historical processes, its usage becomes tautological and loses
its explanatory force, for this is precisely what we are dealing with when analysing

traditions and ideologies.

Rather than being ’inventions’ created in single-event acts, I will argue in the thesis that
the markers and symbols of ethnic identity change their meaning over time. Their
interpretation among Argentines, Italo-Argentines and Italians can vary with class

(chapter 6), gender, age (chapters 7, 8 and 9), and political interest (chapter 10). There

3'Maybe a framework similar to the concept of ’la longue dureé’ could be developed,
that is the long-term patterns underlying historical processes proposed by Fernand
Braudel and the French Annales-school (cf. Burke 1989:158).
One obvious example would be the language, spoken by members of an ethnic group.
Whilst I agree that languages and the communities of speakers change over time, there
is still the possibility, that for example, a reasonably well-educated German speaker of
the 20th century can read a text written in the 16th century. Beyond that time-frame (that
is earlier than Luther’s Bible translation) this is only possible with great difficulty, and
requires knowledge of medieval German. The period of time to which folk-interpretations
of ethnic phenomena refer, can thus be considerable.
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is always a plurality of identity markers for the groups under discussion at any one point
in time. The particularity of the Italians and their descendants in Argentina lies probably
in the great ambiguity with which their ethnic identity is expressed. In one context they
can appear more ’Argentine’ and in others more ’Italian’. While the availability of
different interpretations is a constant feature of ’ambiguous ethnicity’ (cf. Benson
1981:141,147), the total set of symbols and the choices that groups and individuals make
are by no means arbitrary.

My material supports the idea that Italo-Argentines in their expression of fragmented
ethnicity, respond to larger transformations in the two societies (Italy and Argentina). By
commenting on their experience of these transformations they reveal also their own part

in a process, that the following two chapters will characterize as the ’inversion of roles’.

41



CHAPTER 2
The Inversion of Roles I: Argentina and Italian Mass Immigration

1. Introduction

The following chapters (2 and 3) try to explain the relation between the two societies
which immigrants and descendants of immigrants are dealing with, Argentina and Italy.
I will argue that, from a historical perspective, this relationship is characterized by an
’inversion of roles’. This is an idea which partly becomes clear from people’s own
statements, but also from a wider, external look at the at the larger historical events.
Over a period of roughly one hundred years, from 1880 to the present, one society,
Argentina, changed from a wealthy exporter country of beef and cereals with a strong
currency and a comparatively large middle class, to a so-called ’third world’ country
which now has the third largest foreign debt after Brazil and Mexico'. The other
country, Italy, following unification in 1861, was characterized by strong regional
differences between the industrialized North and the poor, agricultural South. For a
hundred years it was one of the largest net-suppliers of human labour to the Americas and
industrialized Europe. Only in 1973 did more Italian labour migrants return home from
abroad than new ones emigrated. Italy is now among the top ten industrial nations of the
world. This has resulted chiefly from integration into the Common Market, an early
boom in the 1960s, the pacification of the trade unions in the late 1970s, and a second
boom in the 1980s, arising from an industrial culture based on local craftsmanship and
the high-tech expertise of multinationals.

In this chapter, I shall first discuss the economic and political conditions which enabled
mass immigration in Argentina in the second half of the 19th century. I shall then discuss
the economic and political conditions which encouraged mass-emigration in Italy. As this
thesis is primarily concerned with Italian immigrants and their descendants in Argentina
and less with the sending society, my discussion of the latter will be briefer and more

cursory than my discussion of the Argentine material. However, some of the main

lArgentina also had a large public debt in the first decades of this century (cf.Diaz
Alejandro 1970:33, Vdzquez-Presedo 1979:30-40).
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features of Italian mass-emigration such as its important social and regional stratification
will be addressed.

I will then look at the images which were created in the encounter between European
immigrants and Spanish Creole society. As the thesis is concerned with issues of class
and ethnicity, particular attention will be paid to the governing elite’s reaction to
immigration, as well as to the formation of the rising immigrant elite’s. The final section
is dedicated to the debate about emigration in Italy, as reflected in the ideology of leading
government circles and local elites.

My discussion of the relation between migration and Argentine and Italian political and
economic history will be a selective and synthetic account. It is not intended to be a
general review of Argentine history, although I have made use of the reference works
of Crawley (1984) and Rock (1987). More particularly, I will refer to the studies of
economic historians, Dfaz Alejandro (1970), Vdzquez-Presedo (1979) and Cortes Conde
(1979). My argument will be geared primarily towards the issue of immigration,

necessarily emphasizing certain periods and paying less attention to others.

For the purpose of understanding migration, Argentine history can be divided into two
long periods. The first is the period of mass immigration and the formation of modern
Argentina, from 1871 to 1930, the second dates from 1930 to the present day, and is
characterized by alternating cycles of decline and economic growth, civilian and military
governments. Historians must impose orderly patterns on the flux of events, and they
often disagree about the proposed periods. However, most historians mark the year 1930
as crucial in Argentine history when for the first time since the country was given a
constitution in 18532, a democratically elected government was overthrown by a military
coup. The following ’infamous decade’ (1930-1943) coincided with the end of European
mass immigration and is said to have marked, in a decisive way, the formation of an
Argentine national identity (Rock 1987:214-261, Germani 1975:101, Bourdé 1977:229,
Sédbato 1988:246-249)°.

’There had been predecessors to the constitution in 1819 and 1826.

’A different thesis has been proposed by Waisman (1987) who argues that the turning
point in contemporary Argentine history is in 1943 (when Per6n became Labour
Secretary) with the subsequent adoption of Peronist economic policies; cf. chapter 3.
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The long period from 1930 to the present, is characterized by alternating civilian and
military governments, political instability and phases of economic growth, stagnation and
decline. The overall trend of this period, by comparison to the previous one, was that of
near continuous economic decline -interrupted by short periods of economic growth- and
repeated political turmoil. Instead of giving an overall view of this very complex recent
past, I will highlight two periods: one is Peronism (1943-1955), and the other is the last
military dictatorship ’el proceso’ (1976-1983) and the subsequent return to democracy.

The reason why I have chosen to have a closer look at Peronism in chapter 3, is that
most of the immigrants and descendants of immigrants of my study were part of the last
wave of European immigrants after World War II. They left Europe, having witnessed,
either as supporters or opponents, or sometimes even both, Fascist and Nazi regimes.
They arrived in Argentina when it was governed by Perén, a populist leader, compared
by his opponents to a Fascist leader. They thus moved from a turbulent Europe to an
almost equally turbulent Argentina. Finally, the 1976 to 1989 period* is essentially that
period which we might call the ’ethnographic present’: that recent past which surfaced
most in the people’s actions and comments during the time of my fieldwork (late 1988
to 1989; cf.chapter 4).

4One might also include here the preceding period of Peronist governments (1973-
1976), which was characterized by political and economic instability and high levels of
political violence (cf. chapter 3).
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2. Mass Immigration to Argentina

The massive movement of peoples in search of a better life in the 19th and early 20th
centuries was the product of specific internal factors of poor areas in Europe which could
not provide subsistence for their population and repressed demands for redistribution of
wealth. It was also influenced by the rising economies in the New World and reflected
a more general pattern of the international division of labour.

In the international division of labour (analysed by different economists such as the
Argentine Prebisch, dependency’ and World Systems theorists and others), core or
central nations produce industrial goods and import raw or semi-finished products from
the peripheral countries (Prebisch ’1950, 1980:1-2, Gunder Frank 1967, Wallerstein
1974:347-357, 1989:249-253 and Wolf 1982:21-23, 73-88, 321-323, Abel/Lewis 1985:3-
5)°.

In Argentina a late colonial economy, based on the export of salted beef, hides and
tallows, was replaced by productive ’cycles’ of wool, cereals, beef, and later particularly

chilled beef. In each of these products Argentina became a major world exporter

SHowever, the core-periphery model and dependency theory in particular, cannot
provide a sufficient explanation for all international economic relationships, for example,
the booming technological and economic development of ’peripheral’ countries such as
Taiwan and South Korea.

0On the other hand, it has been argued that Argentina as a 'new’ country of recent
settlement (Goodrich 1964:70), which had a high land-labour ratio and a shortage of
labour, enjoyed up until the 1940s prospects of growth which were similar to those of
Canada, Australia and the American Mid-West. It was only thereafter, when Argentina’s
elite chose to ’change tracks’, favouring industrialization in order to substitute imports
of manufactured goods, instead of exporting foodstuffs to pay for imports, that its path
of development was reversed (Waisman 1987:262).
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(Vézquez-Presedo 1971:143-191)’.

In the period extending from Independence (1810) to the turn of the century, the
Argentine agricultural economy underwent major changes. Until about 1860, the
dominaht export articles traded to Europe by merchants from Buenos Aires were raw
materials from cattle raised on the Pampas.

By 1860, the dominant export item became wool which was exported for finishing to
factories in the United States and Europe (cf.Cortes Conde/Gallo 1967:62-63, Sabato
1990:193-200). The rising demand for wool in these countries contributed to an enormous
growth in Argentine sheep breeding, with livestock going up from 7 million sheep in
1852 to 67 million in 1888 (Cortes Conde 1979:277). In fact, sheep breeding and wool
exporting were the domain of Basque, Scottish and Irish immigrants at this period
(Korol/Sdbato 1981:81-118, Rock 1987:133), some of whom turned their enterprises into
substantial fortunes, became large landowners and married into the Creole upper classes.
Fencing off large areas of land with barbed wire effectively marginalized and almost
extinguished the originally semi-nomadic gaucho-culture. The expanding sheep-economy
required new lands as pasture. This was, as Cortes Conde (1979:52-59) has argued, the
main motif behind the expansion of the Argentine state into the Pampas by force through
the campafia del desierto. This *desert-campaign’ of the Argentine army in the late 1870s,
determined the fate of Indians in the South of the Province of Buenos Aires and

Patagonia. They were killed in great numbers, subjugated and forced into marginal

"In order to understand Argentina’s changed status as an agricultural exporter, one
might compare the following shares of some of Argentina’s main products in the context
of total world exports:

Products Argentine percentage of World Exports
1924-33 1959-63

meat of bovine animals 57.6% 31.2%

meet of sheep and goats 24.7% 7.4%

wheat 17.7% 5.8%

maize 64.9% 16.8%

oats 34.4% 16.2%

wool 12.2% (9.9% greasy wool)

(11.4% washed wool)

Note that decline of percentages has not been lineally regressive. For example, from
1924-33 to 1934-38, the share in world wheat exports rose from 17.7% to 23.1% (all
data from Diaz Alejandro 1970:201).
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reservations (Cortes Conde/Gallo 1967:50-51,55; Nardi 1981:20-24; Schindler
1973,1990; Hux 1983, Rock 1987:154). This ’colonization’ of the Pampas, particularly
in the Province of Santa Fe, was also accompanied by (mainly North) Italian and Swiss
immigrants who settled there as sharecroppers and less often, owners of the land (Gallo
1983:63-64, Bernasconi 1988:179-184). Land under cultivation expanded from 0.58
million hectares in 1872, to 2.46 million in 1888, to 4.89 million in 1895, and to 27.20
million hectares in 1930 (Dfaz Alejandro 1970:151). In the 1880s Argentina also became
an important producer and exporter of cereals such as wheat, corn, oats and barley (Rock
1987:136, Solberg 1988:34). But it was only by 1900 that the presumably most famous
Argentine export article predominated: beef. This was for two main reasons. Firstly,
Argentina replaced the United States which had to satisfy a growing internal market, as
an exporter of beef to Britain. Secondly, new techniques in large-scale industrial chilling
and chilling ships greatly increased the potential exports and durability of beef by contrast
to the older methods of salting and hazardous live-stock export (Rock 1987:131-136,169-
171).

According to the historians, Cortes Conde and Gallo(1967:22ff.), Argentina’s
modernization, that is its transformation from a late colonial economy to a major
agricultural producer, was linked to several changes in the world economy of the mid-
19th century. Fast industrialization and population growth in the industrialized core
countries, Britain foremost, meant a rising demand for food supplies which could not be
satisfied by domestic agriculture. The displacement of agricultural production, or more
accurately its extension to areas outside the industrial countries of Europe, was paralleled
by exports of capital, labour migrants and manufactured goods to these areas (Cortes
Conde/Gallo 1967:22-48). It was Britain, Argentina’s main wool, cereal and beef
importer, which established such a trade-relationship with Argentina®. Britain became

*From 1900 onwards, Britain became Argentina’s main exporr market (Vizquez-
Presedo 1971:147-148), accounting for 29.6% of Argentina’s merchandise exports in
1927-1929 (Dfaz Alejandro 1970:20). Britain also provided the largest share of
Argentina’s imports with 31.2% in the years 1910-1914, ahead of Germany (16.8%) and
the United States (14.4%). In 1925-1929, however, the United States led imports with
24.6%, Britain (19.6%) and Germany (11.5%) coming second and third (Dfaz Alejandro
1970:20).

By 1925-1929 Italy had superseded France as the fifth largest exporter to Argentina
(8.7%); and it occupied the seventh post among Argentina’s export markets (6.4%)
(ibid.).

47



Argentina’s main investor and exporter of manufactured goods (Dfaz Alejandro 1970:29-
32)°. The most visible manifestation of this relationship were the British built railroads
which radiated from Buenos Aires to the Pampas, to get livestock and cereals to the port
of Buenos Aires (cf. Lewis 1983:1-3,213; 1985:217).

So a particular kind of agricultural economy and the enormous demand for its finished
and semi-finished products fuelled immigration and also had a decisive impact on the
occupational stratification of the immigrants. After 1870 foreign immigration to Argentina
became a mass phenomenon with 80,000 to 260,000 newcomers every year. Most of the
immigrants were men and went to the cities and particularly to Buenos Aires where they
found work in meat-packing plants, ports, on construction sites of the railways and in the
quickly rising tertiary sector (Cornblit 1967:223, Scobie 1974).

*"The immediate pre-World War I years marked the high point of foreign influence
in Argentina, with foreigners amounting to around two-fifths of the labor force and
owning, directly or indirectly, a large share of fixed capital stock. One-third of foreign
investments were in railroads, and 60 percent of foreign capital was British."

(Diaz Alejandro 1970:29-30)
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3. Italian Migration to Argentina

Decade Total immigration Italian immigration
1871-1880 85,120 37,225
1881-1890 637,670 365,570
1891-1900 319,880 201,220
1901-1910 1,120,220 452,090
1911-1920 269,090 -3,0001°
1921-1930 877,970 368,750

(from Baily/Ramella 1988:19)

le 4; Forei lation in Argenting i

1869 1895 1914 1947 1960 1970 1980
from neighbouring

countries!! 41 117 208 314 467 533 753
Italians 71 493 942 786 878 637 488
Spaniards 34 199 841 749 716 515 374
French 32 94 81 33 22 10
Russians®? 15 95 90 51 23
Germans 5 17 28 52 48 24
Poles 111 108 57
Total of

foreigners 210 1,007 2,391 2,346 2,604 2,110 1,903

(from Nascimbene 1987:116)

As the above tables demonstrate, Italians were the largest group of immigrants. About
half of all the immigrants between 1830 and 1950 are thought to have been Italian (Rock
1987:141).

1°The negative balance for this decade is partly explained by those Italian men who
were drafted into the army during World War I and remained in Europe, and also by
Italians from Argentina who voluntarily joined the army in Italy.

"The countries that neighbour Argentina, are Chile, Bolivia, Paraguay, Brazil and
Uruguay.

12Argentine migration statistics and census data operate with very broad categories,
not specifying ethnic origins. For example, immigrants labelled 'Russians’ because of
their Russian passports, could have been Russian Jews, ethnic Germans (both established
sizeable communities in Argentina), Ukrainians, Armenians, Russians proper and so
forth. The same applies to distinctions between Polish and German Jews and non-Jews,
which do not appear in the migration statistics.
Immigrants from the Ottoman Empire were generally labelled as turcos (Turks) when in
fact the largest contingents were Arabs from what are now Syria and Lebanon.
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Emigration from Italy was regionally and occupationally stratified. Speaking in general
terms, many Northern Italians went to rural Argenﬁna whereas South Italians tended to
go to cities, particularly Buenos Aires. During the first period, from 1876 to 1895,
Northern and Central Italy provided the vast majority of immigrants (74,3 %). Then, from
1895 to 1914 Southern Italians accounted for 45,2% (Devoto 1984:325). Historians have
argued that the higher demand for skilled labour and possibilities for social mobility in
Argentina explain not only earlier Italian migration to the River Plate than to the United
States, but also that overall more Northerners than Southerners came to the South
American Republic (whereas the States attracted primarily South Italians) (Klein
1983:828-829, Baldn 1983:330-334).

Table 5:

i igration to A ina classifi igin3, 1876-1914
areas 1876-1895 1896-1914 1876-1914
Northwestern Italy 47,2 28,1 34,4
Northeastern Italy 14,2 6,2 8,8
Central Italy 12,9 20,5 18,0
Southern
and Insular Italy 25,7 45,2 38,8
Total 100,0% 100,0% 100,0%

(from Devoto 1984:325)

Devoto’s classification of the Italian regions into large geographical areas follows the
division employed by official Italian statisticians. However, the Italian immigrants
themselves, with their regional loyalties, might have drawn different subdivisions. Apart
from a strong sense of local belonging (campanilismo), North Italians, in particular,
demarcated themselves from ’South Italians’ whom they regarded as inferior because of
their markedly different dialects, customs, and history prior to the unification of Italy in
1861. As a North Italian explains in chapter 7, the term "South Italian" (meridionale),
can mean for him anybody ’south of Florence’, including a good part of Central Italy.
Furthermore, late unification in 1861 had incorporated regional identity claims to the
national territory. These often stood in striking contrast to a weak national identity. Some

BNW-Italy: Piedmont, Liguria, Lombardy; NE-Italy: Veneto, Emilia-Romagna;
Central Italy: Tuscany, Marche, Umbria, Latium, Abbruzzi, Molise; Southern and
Insular Italy: Campania, Apulia, Basilicata, Sicily, and Sardinia.
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North Italians in provinces bordering the Austro-Hungarian Empire, well aware that
being "Italian" meant being poor, had mixed allegiances towards the new Italian state,
and were probably even envious of the Italian speakers across the border who could
proudly boast: 'T am Austrian’ (cf. Franzina 1979:114).

The overwhelming number of Italian immigrants to Argentina were peasants, agricultural
day labourers, craftsmen, and artisans. Only a tiny number of ’elite’ immigrants were
businessmen and independent professionals. The occupational stratification at the moment
of arrival varied over time. From 1876 to 1891, 92.5% of the Italian immigrants were
peasants and day labourers, 2% craftsmen and artisans, and 2.2% businessmen and
independent professionals. From 1925 to 1929, the percentages had changed to 68%,
25.6% and 3.7% respectively (Cacopardo/Moreno 1984:282). The change has been
tentatively explained with reference to the higher share of South Italian day labourers,
and the decreasing number of peasant farmers who were held back by the difficulties of
getting access to land- ownership in Argentina (ibid.:283). However, categorizations of
professions, drawn up by the Argentine immigration authorities at the moment of arrival,
should be handled with care as they do not reflect unequivocal and mutually exclusive
occupational categories. Unlike in the United States, the liberal Argentine immigration
practice did not force the immigrant to pretend a different occupation at the moment of
arrival. However, different activities during the agricultural year coupled with unstable
employment required a variety of skills, and many immigrants who declared themselves
as "artisans"'* were in fact also day labourers, sharecroppers, and peasants (cf. also
Crawley 1984:12).

One of the main incentives for emigration resulted from the marked difference of wages
(even for unqualified agricultural workers) between Italy and Argentina (Vdzquez-Presedo
1971:623, Cortes Conde 1979:261-267)". In fact, wages were so much higher in

1A category that included between 15% and 25% of all Italian immigrants, from
1907 to 1929.

’Not only were their wages substantially higher than at home, immigrants could also

buy more food (especially meat, which was a particularly rare foodstuff in the
Mediterranean):
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Argentina, that they persuaded men to work as seasonal labourers (golondrinas)
(Balmaceda 1981, Solberg 1987). Literally meaning ’swallows’ in Spanish, the
golondrinas were agricultural workers who arrived in Argentina as unaccompanied
individuals, or with friends and relatives and even their families. During a single year
they would work in the harvests of both the Northern and Southern Hemispheres!',
travelling back and forth between Italy and Argentina, packed in the steerage class on
ramshackle ships. Solberg writes:

"In Argentina the famous golondrinas (’swallows’) had traditionally fulfilled much of the
demand for seasonal farm labor. These workers, who were primarily Italian, used cheap
steerage-class steamship fares to travel back and forth between Italy and Argentina to
work in the harvests of both countries, which took place at roughly opposite times of the
year. At its height during the 1908-12 period, golondrina migration brought between
30,000 and 35,000 laborers to Argentina annually. Mark Jefferson!” compared them
with European Opera singers, who also habitually sojourned in Argentina during the
Northern hemisphere summer. Some golondrinas, he found, had made the trip seventeen
- times or more. A diligent seasonal worker could easily take the respectable sum of 150
Argentine gold pesos back to Italy; some netted nearly double that amount'."

(Solberg 1987:95-96)

"The relation between cost of food and wages was about 25% in Argentina, as compared
with 28 in Australia, 33 in the U.S.A., 45 in England, and 60 in Italy and Spain."
(Vdzquez-Presedo 1971:623)

1*The golondrinas left Italy after the end of the harvest in October or November and
arrived in time in the provinces of Santa Fe and Cérdoba for the harvest of wheat and
linseed. In December or January, they went to the Province of Buenos Aires where the
harvest started later, and then returned to Italy (Vdzquez-Presedo 1979:102).
However, many golondrinas stayed one or two years in Argentina (Scarzanella
1983:146,148).

Solberg refers to Jefferson, M.(1926). Peopling the Argentine Pampa, New York:
American Geographical Society, p.184.

18See also Scobie (1964:60-61):
"Four to five months’ labor in the wheat-corn harvest could bring him from forty to fifty
pounds sterling -five to ten times what he could earn in his motherland- and this
represented a net profit to take back to Italy or Spain in May."
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High wages in Argentina were only one side of the story. On the other side lay the
structural inequalities of the recently unified Italy, with its high rural unemployment and
unjust tenancy systems. The highly differentiated agricultural systems of Italy, such as
the mezzadria-sharecropping arrangements, are not the subject of this thesis!’. However,
in order to understand the relation between different agricultural systems and migration,
I shall take an exemplary look at Calabria (a region which had very high outmigration
to Argentina).

In an exceptionally perceptive study, Arlacchi (1983a) analyses the development of
different agricultural economies in three different areas of Calabria: the peasant-economy
of the Cosentino, the large-estates (larifondi) economy of the Crotonese, and the
aggressive entrepreneurial economy of the Plain of Gioia Tauro. He argues that with
incorporation into the all-Italian and world market the traditional arrangements of peasant
family households became increasingly obsolete in the Cosentino and forced many people
to leave. In the Crotonese, the brutal inequalities of land distribution were such, that
landless labourers had to chose between rebellion and emigration for survival. In what
Arlacchi (1983a:4) has called, the ’society of permanent transition’, that is the Plain of
Gioia Tauro, people experienced considerable upward and downward social mobility,
including the decline of the artisan class as in other parts of the South, and many left for
seasonal migration. Arlacchi gives one of the best summaries of the large-scale
transformations of the Mezzogiorno, the Italian South, which is worth quoting at length:

"The unification of Italy in 1861 nominally created one national market. The
Piedmontese, who founded the new kingdom, had nothing but the best liberal principles
in mind and were determined to apply them. The Mezzogiorno was the worst possible
place to try them out. Its peasant agriculture was in fragments. The individual peasant
had lost the last shreds of stability. There was no organisation nor market which made
sure that his family had enough to eat. He had to scramble for a living by dividing his
time among a variety of activities. Some part of the time he worked as a casual salaried
labourer, some part on his own postage-stamp-sized property, and, finally, some part on
patches of territory leased from the great landlord either as a share-cropper or as a

YApart from the famous large surveys conducted at the end of the last and the
beginning of this century (Damiani 1885, Franchetti/Sonnino 1925) there is now a
considerable body of anthropological case studies available on Italy, which documents the
regionally and even locally different patterns of agricultural production, agricultural
labour, tenancy and ownership arrangements in relation to the labour market and
migration (cf. Arlacchi 1983a, Bell 1979, Blok 1981, Davis 1977, Piselli 1981,
Schneider/Schneider 1976, Schneider 1990, Silverman 1975).
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terratico, i.e. one paying leases in kind.

His condition was neither that of the small, pre-capitalist peasant producer nor that of the
small agrarian entrepreneur in relatively moderate circumstances(the farmer) but that of
a hybrid with features of both. He was always on the search of employment. No one job
was ever adequate by itself. None assured him a secure income, none was permanent or
reliable. The southern-Italian peasant put on the mask of the entrepreneur, constantly on
the look out for a way to turn the odd penny, but it was a grotesque mockery of the
genuine entrepreneur. The peasant of the Mezzogiorno was an entrepreneur without an
enterprise. After 1861 he found himself in a larger market in which he remained at once
the unique producer of goods and the unique organiser of that production, yet lacked the
power to influence the market in any way. As the money economy spread, he lost the
pathetic residue of self-sufficiency he once had. By the late 1940s he could produce 1,000
litres of wine and get less than £20 for it, the result of five months work. Bushels of
home-grown tomatoes and peppers could not buy shoes.

Unification accelerated a process which Gramsci called the ’great social disintegration’."
(Arlacchi 1983a:14-16).

In Buenos Aires, Italians rapidly joined the growing urban economy and found
occupational niches such as tailors, and fruit and vegetable vendors, which gave rise to
later Argentine stereotypes, such as the ubiquitous tano®.

A detailed study by Scarzanella(1981) shows how, at the turn of the century, Italians
contributed largely to the rise of manufacturing, mechanical, food-processing, textile and
furniture-making industries in Buenos Aires. An urban industrial elite developed, largely
of Italian origin. It maintained strong links of patronage with the local Italian working
class, its workforce and consumers, through the control of numerous mutual aid
associations (societa di mutuo soccorso or sociedades de socorros mutuos), and Italian
finance and banking (Scarzanella 1981:408-412, De Rosa 1985:256, Devoto 1984:333-
337, Barbera/Felder n.d.). On an ideological level, the old Creole elite, which had itself
been transformed in terms of ethnic composition and diversification of economic interests
(cf. Balmori/Oppenheimer 1979:234-244), viewed the new Italian immigrant elite with
suspicion. However, on a practical level they did business with them and even

intermarried, as one of the case studies I shall present in chapter 6 shows.

It should be emphasized that migration statistics only give us the post facto large scale
delineation of events. They tell us little about the individual’s fate which is the central
theme of this thesis. The drama of the individual’s experience and the failures and

successes of the migration project have frequently been evoked as powerful slogans in

2Tano derives from napoletano (neapolitan) and became a shorthand in Argentine
Spanish for all Italian immigrants.
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popular discourse. But, as far as Italian migration to Argentina is concerned, these issues
have only recently been addressed as a subject of serious study.

While migration was experienced by the individual, it was at the same time encapsulated
in the dynamics of larger processes involving local and regional networks of relatives,
friends, paesani (villagers), and people interested in the *migration business’, padroni®
(cf. MacDonald 1964:86-88), migration agencies, and ship owners. There is more to be
known about migration agencies. They may have played a part in the phenomenon of
chain migration, one of the most fruitful ideas in recent migration studies. ’Chain
migration’ has become something like a research paradigm (for a critical review, cf.
Baily 1988 and Devoto 1988) and was first employed by the Australian scholar, Price
(1963:108-110) and later by MacDonald (1964). These authors suggested that migration
rarely occurs as a single isolated act by an individual, but is tied in most cases to
previous migration experiences of relatives and friends. The modern migration experience
is characterized by specific ’chains of migration’, communicative networks where an
original pioneering group or individual ’calls’, over a period of time, more relatives and
friends to the place of migration:

"Chain migration can be defined as that movement in which prospective migrants learn
of opportunities, are provided with transportation, and have initial accommodation and
employment arranged by means of primary social relationships with previous migrants."
(MacDonald 1964:82)

Recently, there have been calls for refinement of the concept of chain migration. Sturino
(1989) has argued that too narrow a focus on local chains of friends and relatives
sometimes precludes the analysis of wider regional networks. In his study of migration
networks from the Rende region of Calabria to Canada, Sturino concludes that the
individual makes use, not only of local migration chains, but also of wider regional
networks delineating a common regional identity®.

Baily (1980,1982) employed the chain-migration idea in his study of people who moved
from Agnone and Sirolo to Buenos Aires. Furthermore, in his comparative study on

Italian migration to New York and Buenos Aires, Baily demonstrated that Italians of the

2 padrone is used here in the sense of 'Italian owner of a business in the Americas,
who employs immigrants from his home region or village’.

Z2Furthermore, Moya (1988:6), in a study on Spanish immigration to Argentina,
emphasized that chains’ were often divided by social class. He also introduced the idea
of ’dormant chains’, that is to say networks of immigrants which were not activated in
unpropitious times of economic crisis (ibid.:61).
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same regional and local background not only migrated in chain patterns but also settled
in geographical proximity in the New World according to regional and local origin.
Gandolfo’s work (1988) is the only historical study to date which throws light on the
important role of the elite and its activities in such chains. Building on Baily’s material

on the Agnonesi and Sirolesi in Buenos Aires, Gandolfo is able to show how the notabili

and prominenti of the Agnonese community effectively managed the migration business,
called new paesani, established mutual aid societies and newspapers, and were connected

to the wider Italian and Italo-Argentine business and industrial elite of Buenos Aires.

There will be more detailed discussion on the insertion of Italian immigrants into the
context of urban Buenos Aires in chapter 5. At present I shall summarize the following
points.

Italians arrived in Argentina as poor, unskilled or semiskilled immigrants. In most cases,
apart from exceptions such as the colonies in the Province of Santa Fe, they did not get
access to land titles, and if they went into agricultural occupations, worked the land
foremostly as sharecroppers and seasonal labourers. Being the most numerous group of
foreign immigrants to Argentina, their main contribution was to the formation of the new
Argentine immigrant society in the cities of the Littoral, in particular Buenos Aires. They
were an influential, and often dominant part, of the new urban working and middle
classes, and the entrepreneurial elite. However, just as their access to significant landed
property was blocked by the landed Creole elite, so too was their access to political
po»iler. The Argentine constitution granted many rights to foreigners, but not the right
to vote. Furthermore, naturalization rates among Italians and other foreigners remained
very low?. Solberg (1970:42-43) has argued that abstention from Argentine citizenship
was due to two reasons. Firstly, the political system dominated by the Creole elite
remained closed to foreigners and secondly, many immigrants (particularly businessmen)
found it more convenient to retain their original nationality, since the Argentine
constitution granted them the protection of the civil code and, in addition, they could
count on the diplomatic protection of their mother country.

Faced with masses of arriving people whose ’patriotic’ allegiances to Argentina where

Z"In 1914 only 33,219 Argentine immigrants, or about 2.25 per cent of the total
male foreign-born population, were naturalized."
(Solberg 1970:42)
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perceived as ambiguous, if not totally lacking, the ideology of the governing elite towards
mass immigration began to change from the more liberal promotion of migration in the

1870s to the call for selected immigration in the early 20th century.

4. 'Expected’ and 'Real’ immigrants:
The Reaction of the Landed Elite

As Germani (1970:299) demonstrates, from 1890 onwards, immigrants took up mainly
non-agricultural occupations after arrival. The process of consolidation of landed property
among Creole landowners, combined with the rising prices of land, prevented immigrants
buying land. In 1914, only 10% of ’landed property owners’ were foreigners. Their share
in the operational functioning of agricultural businesses was already significantly higher:
44% of the administrators, directors, and managers of cattle-breeding operations were
foreigners (Germani 1970:301).

Cortes Conde/Gallo (1967:100-103) have also insisted that the ’modernization’ of
Argentina in the 19th century largely benefitted the landholding classes. The old Creole
elite and those recent immigrants from Spain, England, Scotland, Ireland, France and
Germany who became sheep breeders, wholesalers and financiers, formed a new and
consolidated landholding class prior to mass immigration and were the main benefactors
from the expansion of Argentine territory into the Indian territories of the Pampas. The
case studies by Balmori/Oppenheimer (1979, 1984:129-184) give evidence on how
Spanish immigrants had already come in the late 18th century to Buenos Aires, attracted
by the commercial and administrative reforms of the Spanish Bourbons. The first
generation of these immigrants became shopkeepers, merchants and colonial
administrators. They then invested their modest fortunes from these activities in the
purchase of land which was still relatively cheap. The second generation combined the
activities of shop trading with cattle ranching and expanded and diversified family
enterprises. In the second half of the 19th century, the third generation was still active
in large-scale cattle ranching and commercial trading, but became increasingly involved
in public offices, taking up important posts in the railway boards and in finance
(Balmori/Oppenheimer 1979:234-237). The rise of a post-colonial landed oligarchy in
19th century Argentina was thus characterized by the shift from originally medium-sized

wholesalers to large landowners with vast corporations and multiple investments, often
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in industries processing agricultural products (meat packing, salting, and chilling plants).
The expansion and consolidation of large landholdings (estancias) was facilitated by
marriage alliances and geographical proximity. In the second and third generation,

families made the estancia and the trading of products from the estancia the central

feature of the Argentine economy. They amassed such immense fortunes (which were
partly reinvested in landed property) that, by the early 20th century, it was very difficult
to acquire large tracts of land in the Pampas because of the enormous rise in land prices
(Balmori/Oppenheimer 1979:244)%,

Only in a few cases, such as the colonies of the province of Santa Fe, were immigrants
able to get access to land titles (Gallo 1983:63-64). In most other areas immigrants
worked as farm labourers or share croppers.

The original liberal idea of immigration as the colonization of the Pampas with educated
and innovative peasants from Europe who would own their land, had largely failed. As
early as 1826, under the presidency of Bernardino Rivadavia, there were occasional
attempts to settle European immigrants on the Pampas. But it was only after the
overthrow of the dictator, Juan Manuel de Rosas in 1852, that liberal politicians could
write the promotion of immigration into the constitution of 1853.

"Article 25.- The Federal Government will promote European immigration. The
Government cannot restrict, nor limit or burden with taxes the entry of those foreigners
into the Argentine territory, who intend to work the land, to improve the industries, and
to introduce and teach arts and sciences."

(Constitucién de la Nacidn Argentina, Texto vigente, 1989:9)

In fact, for liberal writers and statesmen like Juan Bautista Alberdi (1810-1884) and
Domingo F. Sarmiento (1811-1888), immigration meant modernization (cf. Halperin
Donghi 1976:437) and was seen in sharp opposition to the prevalent politics of provincial
war-waging leaders (caudillos) like Juan Facundo Quiroga (1788-1836) and the dictator,

Rosas (1793-1877). Alberdi coined the programmatic slogan ’to govern is to
populate’(gobernar es poblar)”, but it was Sarmiento who laid out the ideological

%Between 1903 and 1913 the increase in land prices was almost fourfold (Cortes
Conde 1979:172). This rise was due to a combination of factors which determined the
profitability of the land and varied over time, such as access to the railroads and the
particular utilization of the land (that is, whether the land was used for sheep and cattle
pastures, or for the cultivation of different crops).

BThis rhetoric of immigration made direct reference to the sparsely populated
Pampas: In 1810, Argentina had just over 400,000 inhabitants; and 1.3 million in 1859
on a national territory of almost one million square miles or 2,77 million square
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framework for immigration. The book which he wrote in 1845, criticizing federalism and
the caudillos was entitled "Facundo: Civilization and Barbarism" (Facundo. Civilizacién
y barbarie; Sarmiento 1970). Its title is symptomatic of the liberal thought of the time
which, as Blengino (1980:332f.) points out, viewed Argentina’s fate and ultimately its
capacity for progress as the struggle between mutually exclusive options of civilization
vs. barbarism, city vs. Pampa (desert), citizen vs. gaucho, sedentariness vs. nomadism,
and constitutionalism vs. caudillismo. Cities were understood by Sarmiento as the crucial
centres of progress from where ’civilization’ (that is European culture) should radiate to
the Pampas (Sarmiento 1970:31-48; cf. also Romero 1963:135f.).

Immigration should not simply increase the population, but engender a civilizing process
qua europeanization. A ’regeneration of races’ as Sarmiento called it (cf. Germani
1970:290), would overcome the obstacles to modernization and progress which were
posed by the persisting features of colonial society. The ideal immigrant would be
educated, literate and of liberal and republican political alignments; just like the
industrious, farming and landowning Scottish and German colonies Sarmiento had seen
in the province of Buenos Aires (ibid.:39). Early Italian immigrants in the 1850s seemed
to resemble some of Sarmiento’s ideal immigrants. Liberal and upper-class, they had
fought in the wars prior to the unification of Italy in 1861 and were followers of the
leaders of the movement for Italian unification (risorgimento), like Mazzini and Garibaldi
(Blengino 1980:333). North American pioneer settlers were seen by the Argentine
political elite as exemplary of rural development, and between 1853 and 1870 a
considerable number of European immigrant colonies were founded through schemes
supported by the Argentine government in the provinces of Corrientes, Entre Rios,
Cérdoba, Santa Fe and Buenos Aires (Gallo 1983:63-70). The provincial government of
Santa Fe was particularly successful in attracting colonists who eventually became farm
smallholders and formed a new middle class. Outside these areas, and especially in the
Province of Buenos Aires, the picture was rather different. Immigrant farmers would find
it increasingly difficult to buy and own land, mainly because landowners of Creole
descent and from early 19th century European immigration had concentrated and

consolidated large landholdings (estancias) for extensive sheep and cattle raising.

The economic presence of immigrants became most dominant in the cities and their

kilometres. Buenos Aires grew from 40,000 to 95,000 inhabitants in the same period
(Romero 1963:163, Rock 1987:114ff.).
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commercial, industrial and service sectors. It was also in these new and rising sectors that

immigrants experienced the highest social and professional mobility.

The important point to emphasize, is not so much the question of numbers but rather the
fact that the urban industrial elite and the middle and working classes of the Argentine
Littoral were, by the end of the 19th century, largely formed by immigrants. Faced with
the reality of immigrants a curious inversion of ideas took place among the original
promoters of immigration. Following Sarmiento’s and Alberdi’s plans for migration, they
had wished to populate Argentina and colonize the Pampas with North and Middle
Europeans. Now that immigration of quite a different kind had taken place, the political
ruling class of the country, (the land-based Creole elite intermarried with early European
immigrants), feared for their political power, seeing it threatened by both the emerging
industrial bourgeoisie of immigrant extraction (cf. Solberg 1970:47,83)? and the largely
immigrant working class.

As mentioned in my earlier analysis of the composition of immigrants, by the end of the
century, immigration had become a mass phenomenon involving illiterate and semi-
literate peasants from Southern Europe, mainly Southern Italy and Spain. In the Creole
elite’s perception these newcomers were the opposite to the ’idyllic’ peasants, or owner-
cultivators gifted with the Anglo-Saxon work ethic that they had expected. Soon, the
Creole elite propagated a racial ideology which consisted of the old Hispanic values of
Creole culture, gaucho ways of life and a longing for Argentine national identity. They
consequently revived the discourse of precisely those aspects of Argentine culture and
society which the original liberal promoters of ’civilizing’ and ’europeanizing’ had
rejected. As a result, stylized gaucho figures like Juan Moreira became very popular in
theatre plays and pamphlets. Prieto (1988:13-22) has argued that compulsory primary
schools and literacy campaigns had produced, in the 1870s, a semiliterate population of
Creoles, immigrants and descendants of immigrants. The growing demand for texts by
this new audience and their specific tastes, were quite different from that offered by the
few upper class Argentine authors whose books where published in private editions,
limited to a few hundred copies. Modelled on the successful gaucho-epic, Martin Fierro
by José Hernandez, the journalist, Eduardo Gutiérrez, published serial booklets

%In 1914, 80% of Buenos Aires’ commercial establishments were owned by
foreigners (Solberg 1970:51).
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(folletines) on the adventures of the gaucho, Juan Moreira. The stories, which were based
loosely on the life of Juan Moreira not only idealized the gaucho way of life in the rural
Pampas prior to mass immigration (like the Martin Fierro-epic), but also showed the
gaucho struggling with new social forces such as immigrants in urban and semi-urban
contexts.

Prieto proposes that, in a period of rapid social transformation and with the controversial
encounter of different life-styles and the partial dissolution of ethnic identities, these
serialized images of fhe gaucho could provide a new focus of identification for a mass
readership . The popularized versions of Creole culture were important in the cultural
mediation of the encounter between native Argentines and arriving immigrants. This
applies, not only at the level of *mediated’ literary maSS-consumption, but also at the
level of social commensality. At least until the 1920s, numerous so-called ’Creole
centres’ (centros criollos) in Buenos Aires fostered traditions of gaucho-songs, carnivals,
and grill-parties (asados) (Prieto 1988:13-22,90,130; cf. also Solberg 1970:143-148;
Blengino 1980:345; Evans 1979:52, Abou 1981:179,184-188).

On the other hand, stereotypes of European immigrants were used in political discourse,
reflected by government policies, and expounded by the press and in literature for
political and propagandistic ends. As Solberg (1970:10ff.) shows, the Argentine elite had
a very manifest interest in foreign mass immigration which was expected to produce a
submissive and obedient working class. From 1890 to 1905 immigrants were repeatedly
used as strikebreakers?.

The ideological differentiation of the working class was translated into the idiom of race:
not all immigrants were equally desirable. At the top of the elite’s racial classification
were Anglo-Saxons and North Europeans. This type of late 19th century racist discourse
assumed that Southern Europeans *were too much like uneducated Creoles’. It was part
of a wider ideology among the elite which wanted a ’regeneration of races’ through
immigration. A goal that could be most successfully achieved with immigrants from the
North of Europe. Alberdi’s ’anglomania’, as Abou (1981:185) termed it, even
recommended the use of English to the Argentines because Spanish was seen as
incompatible with progress. At the bottom of the racial scale stood Jews, Arabs and
Negroes. However, concepts of class and race constantly intermingled. In Argentina,

upper class Italians, because of their elite culture, were perceived as bearers of a distinct

?7See, for example, their role in the railroad strikes of the 1890s (Solberg 1970:8-9).
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cultural tradition (Solberg 1970:10-19); but, we shall see from people’s statements in
Chapter 6, that these Italians were still not fully acceptable as marriage partners to the
familias tradicionales.

Within the wider discussion on Argentine national identity, some writers, for example
novelists and dramatists like Francisco A. Sicardi, Florencio Sdnchez and Manuel Gélvez,
’superelevated’ their expectations for the ’new’ Argentine society of Creoles and
immigrants. According to these authors, this new society was destined to be formed by
a ’virile race of the future’ (Sicardi) of ’almost human perfection’ (Sdnchez) which was
"predestined in the near future to a magnificent destiny’ (Gdlvez). Juan Alsina, the
Argentine Government’s director of immigration, went even further in 1900 when he
wished to ’realize the CHRISTIAN REPUBLIC, perfect and durable, long desired by
philosophers’ (all citations from Solberg 1970:21-26). But this meant that immigration
had to be selective. At the time of World War I, when the first wave of mass immigration
to Argentina (1874-1914) had come to an end, selective immigration was justified by the
xenophobic notion of ’social defense’ (defensa social). Immigrants in the mind of political
essayist, Francisco Stach, had to be *physically and mentally sane’?. Criminals, political
activists, religious fanatics and sectarians, women of dubious moral conduct and, last but

not least, ’inferior races’ should be precluded from immigration (Armus 1985:95-104).

Selective immigration was advocated, and the xenophobic ideology behind it was also
reflected in the Law of Residence (1902) and the Law of Social Defense (1910). The Law
of Social Defense (Ley de Defensa Social), which in its first section prohibited the entry

of foreign anarchists to Argentina (Panettieri 1968:147), had been drafted by the upper-
class legislators of the Argentine government to counter the activities of anarchists (cf.
also Solberg 1970:110-112), many of whom were working class Italians and Spaniards.
The industrialization of Greater Buenos Aires had produced a substantial working class
of immigrant origin which had organized itself, by the end of the 19th century, into the

first trade unions and anarchist associations (Rock 1987:187)”. Prominent Italian

21t is worth mentioning here that, in 1911, the Argentine Government temporarily
halted Italian immigration because of what it perceived as unhygienic conditions on Italian
ships (cf. Rosoli 1988:294f.). On conditions on Italian immigrant ships cf. Missori
(1973).

»Not only the upper class feared political activities by foreigners, but also the Trade
Unions were sensitive to new immigrants who might threaten the employment chances
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anarchists like Enrico Malatesta®® and Pietro Gori*!, came to Buenos Aires. The latter
helped to found the influential anarchist headorganisation Federacién Obrera Argentina
(FOA) in 1901% (Solberg 1970:108, Bayer 1983:531-532). For some time the anarchist
movement was the most influential political group among workers. Though Anarchism
had its heydays at the turn of the century, parts of it persisted until the early 1930s
(ibid.:547) as some of the older immigrants I interviewed recalled™.

of Argentine workers and foreigners already resident in Argentina. In the early 20th
century, the Argentine FORA (cf. below) held joint conferences with their European
counterparts, like the Italian Trade Unions, to discuss the issue. The Argentine socialist
leader Alfredo Palacios addressed one such conference in 1919 (cf. Tieffenberg
1946:20,79-81).

3®Malatesta came to Argentina in 1885 to avoid serving a sentence which related to
a conviction he had got in Italy 1884; he stayed in Argentina till 1889 (Trento 1974:164).

3Secondary sources give different dates for the duration of Gori’s stay in Argentina:
Trento (1974:166) gives 1898-1902, Bayer (1983:531) 1892-1902.

2FQA was renamed FORA (Federacién Obrera Regional Argentina) at its fourth
congress in 1904 (Panettieri 1968:124-125).

3See Domenico Donatello’s account in chapter 7. Donatello, the son of an anarchist,
was distantly acquainted with Severino di Giovanni, who acquired some sad notoriety in
the later phase of Anarchism in Argentina.
Severino di Giovanni was born in Italy in 1901 and came to Argentina in 1923, Rather
a sensitive character, he was interested in literature, wrote poems and cultivated flowers
which he sold at the market 'Mercado del Abasto’ in Buenos Aires. He then became a
printer and joined the anarchists. In 1925, Severino di Giovanni made headlines when he
stormed with a group of like-minded the stage of the Teatro Colén. The Argentine
President Marcelo T.Alvear, the Italian Ambassador (of then Fascist Italy) and many
Italians had come to the opera house in order to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the
accession to the throne of King Vittorio Emmanuele III. The Argentine police, aided by
militant *Blackshirts’ of Italian Fascist organizations, detained him. In 1931, under the
new military government of Uriburu, and after Di Giovanni’s group had planted various
bombs, he was brought to trial, sentenced to death and executed (cf. Bayer 1989:21-24,
293-316).
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5. The Debate on Emigration in Italy

Not only was the arrival of immigrants in Argentina controversial, but also their
departure which had caused heated debate in Italy.

In fact, the whole discussion of mass emigration in the newly unified Italy (after 1861)
was dominated by conflicting political and economic interests. Far from being the
spontaneous activity of single individuals, migration involved multiple interests and
networks of local middlemen, recruitment and shipping agencies. The massive scale of
this phenomenon provoked the interest of Parliament in Rome. As Dore (1964:42-53) has
shown, the central Italian Government repeatedly tried sending out questionnaires to the
Southern provinces to get a picture of the amount of migration and the practices of
recruiters and their middlemen. The Southern political elite opposed such State
intervention from the North and only scarce information reached the statistical office in
Rome. However, it was a well established fact that, by the 1870s, numerous Italian and
foreign agencies were operating through their middlemen in even the remotest parts of
the Italian South (Dore 1964)**. These agencies, representing the huge shipping
companies of Genoa, tried to lure emigrants into the voyage by sea by offering cheap
passages to the ’New World’. Because of the conflicting interests of different sectors of
the ruling classes, such as the Southern landowners who feared depopulation and the rise
of rural wages as opposed to the ship owners of Genoa (and to a lesser extent Naples)
who wanted to further migration, a first law on regulating recruitment practices, was only
passed in 1888% (Dore 1964:56-61). It was a very liberal law which provided only
limited regulations, and thus reflected the influential interests of the Italian merchant fleet
and its large shipping ’trusts’. Those trusts such as the Navigazione Generale Italiana had
been formed in Genoa. The Navigazione Generale Italiana had bought several other
companies and now occupied something like a monopoly in the trade with migrants to
South America. When foreign shipping companies, like the English Anchor Line, were
brought into Naples to break up the monopoly of the Navigazione Generale, the latter
triumphed. Once again, the Southern political elite and intelligentsia perceived itself as

the victim of northern economic interests, and the migrants were prey to the speculations

¥Similarly, Argentine consulates were opened, even in minor Spanish towns, to
enhance migration (Moya 1988:60).

3 A first version had already been discussed in 1876.
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and ’tyranny of the maritime trusts’ (ibid:87).

The arguments of the political debate on emigration in late 19th century Italy were a
reflection of vested economical interests. The Southern landowning class argued that
emigration had to be restricted and regulated by the State, for example, by setting quotas
for provinces according to the state of their agriculture, and by allowing emigration only
to people who had sufficient money at their possession to survive the first months in
America. The ’regulation’ of emigration by the local elite became a well established
pattern: they pressured local bureaucrats not to grant passports, and intimidated
individual immigrants by finding out, through the local post office, about their contacts
with friends and relatives in the Americas and their eventual plans to emigrate. The local
agents of the shipping agencies worked with the same methods, trying to get hold of
potential passengers through the lists of applications for passports in the municipalities
(Dore 1964:95). From the beginning of emigration, both the refusal to let someone
migrate, and the forced migration of unwanted political activists, were two means by
which the local elites exercised power. Dominant political forces, the landowners, the
Fascist state and the post-World War II Democrazia Cristiana*® have always taken the
right do regulate migration for their own ends, as Bell reveals:

"Not until after 1913, the peak year of exodus, did the Italian government use its power
to refuse permission to emigrate, a policy strengthened by the closing of borders once
Italy went to war. Thus the well-known fascist response to internal disorders in 1926 -
withdrawal of passports - reflected a ’liberal’ government policy initiated more than a
decade earlier. In short, after centuries during which peasants did not have the right to
move freely, a fifty-year period of unrestricted movement ended in 1914. Because Italy’s
industrial capitalist development was not sufficiently labor intensive to absorb population
growth, the state since that time often approved rather freely requests to emigrate, but
the right to refuse was always present and often exercised. Under fascism, for example,
only passport applications from party members in good standing had much chance of
approval.”

(Bell 1979:192)

For the rising poor rural proletariat in the South of Italy, the reasons for emigrating were
low wages, high rents on land, unjust tenancy arrangements (like the mezzadria), and the

high interest rates of local money lenders. The debate on migration was, then, located

%In 1949, The Italian Prime Minister, Alcide De Gasperi(DC), addressed
unemployed day-labourers who were demonstrating for ’land and work’, in the zone of
large estates in the Sila mountains (Calabria), with the famous sentence: "You should
learn a foreign language and go abroad!" (Cinanni 1968:207).
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in a larger panorama of class conflict and individual options which were discussed in

order to solve Italy’s ’social’ or ’Southern question’ (guestione sociale and guestione
meridionale).

Political thinking formed part of a wider debate about the assessment of Italian’s role in
late 19th century Imperialism and Colonialism. One side argued successfully, for Italy
to join the colonial powers, with the resulting African wars and the conquest of colonies
in Eritrea and Libya. Other policies were the ’internal’ colonization of Italian waste land
and the draining of marshlands. These plans proceeded slowly and, like attempts for
agrarian reform, were blocked by the landholding class. Finally, the third policy
consisted of what was called ’spontaneous colonization’ (colonizzazione spontanea):
labour migration (and nor necessarily rural colonization) to South America (Dore
1964:71). Thirty years later, when Italian immigration was already showing its profound
impact on the formation of Argentina and Buenos Aires, ’spontaneous colonization’ and

’commercial colonies’ (colonie commerciali) were seen as the particular Italian

contribution to the age of Imperialism. Admittedly, for many Italian emigrants this

implied an ’Imperialism of the poor’(imperialismo dei poveri) (ibid:203). In Italian

writings of the time, the ’colonies’ constituted by migrants were perceived as an
opportunity for peaceful expansion towards ’a greater Italy’ (pit grande Iralia) or even
a 'new Italy’(nuova Iralia) (Dore 1964:128-139).

A part of the Italian discussion saw ’commercial colonization’ qua emigration as directly

opposed to enforced colonialism in Africa and the earlier Spanish conquest of America.
One such example is Luigi Einaudi’s early description of the economic contribution of
Italians to Argentina. In his work, "Un Principe Mercante",(’ A merchant prince’, 1899),
he reviewed the Italian business man’s contribution to Latin America, based on an ’ideal
type’, the industrialist Dell’Acqua. Einaudi’s main argument was that Italians migrating

in 1900, were transformed from humble peasants into entrepreneurs in the New World.
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Einaudi saw this as a direct contrast to Italian colonization by force in Africa, and the
colonies of the British Empire:

"And here is the evidence that beyond the Atlantic, at the banks of the River Plate, rises
a 'new Italy’ (una nuova Iralia) and a new people is formed, which although it is
Argentine will conserve the fundamental characters of the Italian people and will prove
to the world that the imperialist ideal (I’ideale imperialista) is not destined to remain
[exclusively] Anglo-Saxon."

(Einaudi 1899:11%, cited by Dore 1964:186)

Einaudi was using already concepts which later became common coinage among Italian

industrialists in Argentina: the ideal type of a leading entrepreneur, the capitano
d’industria, and the relation between Italy and Argentina which is perceived in the idiom
of kinship with Italians being the ’brothers’ (fratelli) of the Argentines and Argentina the
’brother people’ (popolo fratello) of Italy. As Scarzanella (1983:10-11) has poignantly
argued, both the vision of ’the greater Italy at the River Plate’ by parts of the Italian
ruling classes and the call for ’europeanization’ by the Argentine liberal elite, were

complementary ideologies to justify large-scale emigration (from Italy) and immigration

%A reviewer of Einaudi’s book wrote in the same enthusiastic and imperialist vein:
"Einaudi’s book comes at the right moment. In the struggle between the various races
which divide among them the empire of the world, the Latin race in general, and the
Italian in particular, loses more every day of its predominance in literature, science and
commerce that [once] meant its glory and power. The numeric proportion of the various
European nationalities is always more to Italy’s disadvantage: there will be a day when
the world will be foremostly inhabited by Englishmen, Germans, Russians and oriental
peoples. We too must look to the future and persuade ourselves that only with energetic
effort we can prevent ourselves from being suffocated by the other nations.

"Italy has a high birth-rate; and so her population has to emigrate to win its bread in
other countries when it becomes difficult at home. But when emigrating they should
remain Italians, if not by nationality, then at least by race, language and sentiment. ...

"Hence our emigration ... should be directed to places where it can prosper, without our
people being absorbed by the native populations and without losing their Italianess
(carattere d'italianitd). These places must be in South America - the other parts of the
world are all occupied by races which are too different from our own. It hurts to see how
the Italian peasants are prompted to emigrate to the ingrate lands of Pomerania [and] to
the blazing sands of Abbesinia, when in South America there are vast and fertile
territories where groups of compatriots are ready to receive the newcomers."

(Tovo 1899:515-516; my italics)
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(into Argentina)*®,

In Argentina, however, the Italian rhetoric was not well received. Rather, nationalist and
xenophobic writers (such as Ricardo Rojas) quickly seized the opportunity to denounce
supposed Italian claims to ’Argentina as its colony’ (Solberg 1970:136), and warned
against the “italianization of Argentina"%. Such nationalist reactions, sometimes
coloured with a much wider attack against ’European influences’ in Argentina,
foreshadowed some of the currents of nationalist ideologies which emerged in the 1920s

and 1930s and even of later Peronism, which I shall discuss in the next chapter.

3Sometimes these ideologies clashed. For example, Rosoli (1988:288-289) interprets
the diplomatic dispute between Italy and Argentina over sanitary conditions on Italian
immigrant ships in 1911, as an expression of contentious political views on emigration
more generally.

%Such was the title of a book by Maciel (1924), who aggressively argued against
non-Spanish immigration and urged a ’recasting’ of the immigrant groups according to
Hispanic values:

"In order to progress morally and not to pervert democracy and liberties into the
instruments of her own decline, Argentina cannot continue to be (as she has been) a
conglomerate of the most diverse races of the earth.

How can we avoid it? How can we recast once and for all, in one gigantic and
homogeneous alloy, the incoherent social remnants which, day after day, arrive in our
country and will add further to the already existing groups forearmed with their traditions
and original customs?"

(Maciel 1924:33)
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CHAPTER 3

The Inversion of Roles II:
An Outline of National Politics from 1930 to 1988

1. From Fascism to Peronism: Argentine Nationalism

After 1930, European immigration to Argentina slowed down and changed its
composition. Whereas, roughly speaking, Italian and Spanish immigration peaked before
World War I, it was between the world wars that Polish and German immigration gained
in relative importance. Among the contingents arriving from Europe in the 1920s and
1930s, there were people fleeing from Fascism, Franco-Spain and Nazi Germany. The
Second World War itself, brought European immigration to Argentina almost to a halt
and European immigration was increasingly replaced by immigration from the interior
provinces and from neighbouring countries.

When, in 1947, the first Italian immigrants after the Second World War arrived at the
port of Buenos Aires, they came to a country which was governed by a populist leader:
Juan Domingo Perén. He had been Labour Secretary (Minister of Social Welfare) since
1943 and was elected president in 1946. His time in government as minister and president
from 1943 to 1955 was marked by the development of a particular movement and
ideology, known as Peronism, which, in its different versions, would influence Argentina

to the present day.

In this chapter, I will first trace the ideological ancestry of Peronism, and then go on to
present the political history of the ’classical’ period of Peronism (1943-55). I shall then
analyse the Peronist policies on new European immigration after World War II and
finally, give a brief chronology of Argentine history from 1955 to the present day. I
proceed in this manner in order to place the personal accounts of immigrants and their
descendants (which are reported in later chapters) within the context of the highly
complex recent history of Argentina. In particular, I have chosen to concentrate on
ideologies rather than on historical events, because many Italians who came after World
War II to Argentina, but also descendants of Italians who travelled to Fascist Italy

between the wars, were faced with the two dominant ideologies of Italian Fascism and

69



Argentine Peronism!. These ideologies have been perceived in both popular discourse
and scholarly literature as linked phenomena.

The accounts of immigrants and their descendants put a strong emphasis on the
periodization of political history. During the economic crisis prevailing in 1988/89, the
people I spoke to made constant reference to ideologies like Peronism, which as their
denominations persist (such as in the presidential elections, cf. chapter 4), are still
available for political labelling. And because people make statements about their
perception and experience of these ideologies during their lifetimes (which are to some
degree also representations of contemporary political systems), it is essential to
understand their historical context. A review of Peronism and its relation to Fascism is
particularly necessary for comprehending the political views taken by members of elite

families in chapter 6.

Peronism is rooted in different forms of Argentine nationalism and populism of the 1920s
and 1930s and partly inspired by variants of Fascism in Italy, Spain and Germany. In my
analysis of the ideological ancestry of Peronism, I rely mainly on Buchrucker’s (1987)
recent study on Nationalism and Peronism from 1927 to 1955, but I shall also refer to

other authors , including Waldmann (1974), Murmis/Portantiero (1971) and Waisman
(1987).

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Argentine politics witnessed the rise of the
Radical Party (Unién Civica Radical, UCR). This was a party with a heterogeneous and
complex social base (including members of the landed upper classes; cf. Rock 1975:67)
which drew mainly on the newly formed Argentine middle classes of immigrant origin
for its electoral support. I emphasize ’origin’, because even after the electoral reforms

of the 1912 Saenz Pefia Law, only male Argentine citizens could vote. This by

implication excluded substantial parts of the population from the elections, not only

women, but also those first generation immigrants who had not been naturalized (Rock

'See also the following observation with reference to the Italian immigrant
industrialist, Torcuato Di Tella, in the 1920s and 30s: _
"Many of the immigrants who had come to escape from Europe’s ideological struggles
were disturbed to find these movements becoming almost equally important in
Argentina."
(Cochran/Reina 1962:31)
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1987:189f., cf. also Solberg 1970:123).

A comprehensive assessment of Radical governments at the beginning of the century does
not form part of this thesis. However, with Buchrucker (1987:27-32) we can observe that
under the Radical party leader, Hipdlito Yrigoyen (who became twice president of
Argentina, from 1916-1922 and from 1928-1930), a particular nationalist ideology was
developed. Yrigoyen’s government favoured, for example, Argentine neutrality during
World War I, and intended to defend Argentine economic interests, namely with the
nationalization of the petroleum industry, against what was perceived as foreign
’imperialism’ (that is to say, British and American investment in Argentina). This kind
of nationalism within the Radical Party saw itself in opposition to the ’traditional’ old

Creole ruling class of the country (the familias tradicionales) who were mainly

represented through the Conservative Party (Partido Conservador). The Conservative

Party, reflecting the interests of its supporters, favoured a liberal, non-interventionist
economic policy of agricultural exports in order to import capital and industrial goods.
As mentioned before, the Radical Party relied also on upper class support. This was
particularly the case with the government of Marcelo T. Alvear (President from 1922-
1928) who himself came from one of the richest landed families. However, distinctions
of social class were not reflected directly in party ideology. And while it is right to see
the differences between personalistas (followers of Yrigoyen), and antipersonalistas
(opponents of Yrigoyen, and to some degree followers of Marcelo T. Alvear), as
ideological differences between a more populist and a more elitist approach to politics,
these differences did not simply reflect the class background of those who held them.
To a certain degree the development of a strand of nationalism by the UCR might be
explained as a reaction to the previous political regimes of the upper classes. Their
liberal, laissez-faire approach to economics had implied Argentina’s close, and in the
UCR’s view, disadvantageous and one-sided, trading relations with Europe and the
United States (cf. chapter 2). In turn, the rise of nationalist creeds in the Conservative
Party developed in opposition to Radical governments, to the economic crisis in the 1920s
and to what was more generally perceived as an era of economic and moral decline in
comparison to the previous paternalistic regimes of the familias tradicionales. Later,
around 1940, elements of various nationalisms would be selectively and eclectically used
by Perdn and his movement.

Buchrucker’s main line of interpretation is that nationalist ideologies in the 1920s and

1930s were a reaction by parts of the conservative elite to a perceived threat to the old
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established order from new political forces, such as the popular Radical Party but also
left-wing parties, like the Socialist Party and the anarchist movement (Buchruecker
1987:27-97).

However, in contrast to Europe after the First World War, Argentina’s political scene did
not include right wing extremists, or conservative extremism. The developing nationalism
was an offspring of certain sectors of the traditionally conservative ruling class and
closely linked military circles who were both opposed to the reformed law on voting
rights in 1912, rather than being the product of a frustrated petty bourgeoisie and

disillusioned war-returnees.

Catholic conservatives such as the writers, Leopoldo Lugones (1874-1938), Carlos
Ibarguren (1877-1956) and the brothers Rodolfo and Julio Irazusta, were angered by the
’ascension of the plebes to power’, as they called compulsory and secret voting for all

adult male citizens introduced by the Saenz Pefia Law. They were also opposed to laicist

and anticlerical policies such as the abolishment of religious instruction in state schools?,
the introduction of registry offices( registros civiles), and the first social laws. The
ideological response of the conservatives was inspired by Catholicism, antimodernism and
a pronounced elitism which saw in the old landholding class the pre-ordained rulers of
the country. It centred around notions of the family (familia), nation (nacién), patria
(fatherland) and private property. More importantly, however, the supporters of this line
of thought questioned the validity of liberal parliamentarian democracy itself and favoured
authoritarian or even dictatorial rule instead.

Such statements of Social Darwinism were widespread in various forms among
conservative intellectuals, and further fuelled by fears of leftist extremism, anarchism,
and the huge success of the Radical Party in democratic, though still all-male, elections.
Xenophobic attitudes played some part in this ideology as the success of the Radical party
was attributed to a population which was now largely of immigrant descent. Leftist
extremism and anarchism were seen as the sinister work of foreign agitators from Spain

and Italy. Not least conservative circles feared an Argentine repetition of the Russian

’This measure was introduced already under the government of President Roca,
1898-1904 (Buchrucker 1987:29).
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Revolution of 1917%.

The declared enemies of the conservative nationalists were anarchism, trade unionism,
socialism, modern reformist philosophy, the governments of the Radical Party and the
Soviet Union. Positive values were attributed to the Nation, tradition and Catholicism
which would engender order, authority and hierarchy. A nostalgic return to these
traditional and rural values was propagated in the confusing metropolitan world of Buenos
Aires whose drive towards modernity and progress was perceived as unstoppable
secularization and moral decline®. In this Spenglerian mood one of the most famous
essays on Buenos Aires was entitled 'Goliath’s head’ (Martinez Estrada 1983:29-40).

But, who could establish and then guarantee order and discipline? Who could be the few
selected rulers, representing the high morality of catholicism and the fatherland?

It was the ideology summarized above which prevailed among the men around General
José Felix Uriburu (1868-1932) who overthrew the elected President, Hipdlito Yrigoyen,
in the first successful military coup in Argentina on the 6th of September 1930. Called
Uriburismo, after its political leader, this variant of nationalism was soon succeeded by
other nationalisms in the 1930s, which became notorious as the ’infamous’ decade
(década infame), characterized by electoral fraud to keep the ruling conservatives in
power (Buchrucker 1987:103-117, Rock 1987:214). On an ideological level, the period
witnessed the further elaboration and differentiation of nationalism with two main strands
developing; one which sought a neo-conservative restoration, and another more populist
one. To some degrees these ideologies reflected ongoing battles in the political arena. The
Radical Party, which was still winning majorities in national and provincial elections, was
deprived of its victories by military intervention and subsequently, proscription (cf.
Walter 1985:98-116).

It was the time when antisemitic ideas about a conspiracy of Jewish high finance and
international socialism circulated in Europe and North America and this was readily taken
up by some Argentine conservatives.

Buchrucker (1987:57-58) cites the writings of Julidn Martel (La Bolsa), Henry Ford (The
International Jew), and the widely reported *Protocolos de los Sabios de Sion’ as being
influential among the Argentine conservative nationalists.

See also chapter 2 for the Argentine elite’s xenophobic reaction to immigration,
chapter 5 on Buenos Aires as a 'modern’ metropolis, and chapters 7 and 8 for the
controversial notions of 'modernity’ among immigrants and descendants.
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The ideological response of the ruling conservatives tightened but also became more
eclectic. Liberal conservatives around General Agustin P.Justo were opposed to a
corporate state and wanted to restore the constitution, while condemning what they called
the ’demagogy’ of Yrigoyen’s government. With other parties, among them Juan B.
Justo’s Socialist Party, they formed an alliance of parties which became known as the
concordancia and with whose support Agustin P.Justo won the presidential elections of
1931 (Walter 1985:127-132, Rock 1987:216-217).

By contrast, the nationalist minority, which had led the ’revolution’ of 1930, did not
want, under any circumstances, a return to what they portrayed as the conflict-ridden and
morally decaying years of popular democracy under the Radical Party’. They wanted the
already mentioned concepts of tradition, order, hierarchy and catholic values to be
reinstated and sanctioned by the State. While it identified with the economic interests of
the landholding elite, this ideology defied more ’enlightened’ visions of the modern
liberal state as it had been envisaged by Sarmiento and Alberdi in the 19th century, and
later by the thinkers and statesmen of the ’generation of the 80s’ (of the 1880s, la
generacién del 80). Values of the past, as Buchrucker (1987:125) has called them, were
held in high regard. Historical periods served as idealized models, in particular what was
understood as the hierarchical order of society during the Middle Ages, the state
imposed-Catholicism in Spain after the Reconquest, and the Spanish colonial order in
Argentina. Linked to this were ’hispanic’ values® of fatherland (patria), faith (fe), family
(familia), blood (sangre), tradition (tradicién) and race (raza). The intention was to build
a 'Christian State’, since the conservatives were strongly opposed to secular ideas of
progress and modernity. Their nostalgic and xenophobic attitude was also directed against
immigrants who were seen by Lugones and others as damaging to the established order
(Buchruecker 1987:137-38). The envisaged State should be a corporate and hierarchical
representation of interests giving a fixed, almost eternal order to society as opposed to

democracy, the 'tyranny of the plebes’. But, foreshadowing later Peronist doctrines, it

5The conservatives were especially referring to Yrigoyen’s second term (1928-1930),
cf. Rock (1987:210-213).

Scf. also Nimni’s observation:
"Clericalist terms such as La Hispanidad coined by the Spanish falangist ideologue José
Primo de Rivera, and its more localized version, the concept of La Argentinidad, began
to denote in the right-wing nationalist discourse ... alleged metaphysical attributes of
legendary pastoral Argentina ..."
(Nimni 1990:141)
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was also suggested that a strong State with a military structure should care about social
justice (Justicia Social), and some conservatives also argued for an independent
industrialization of Argentina as opposed to the import of foreign manufactured goods and

closer cooperation with other Latin American states (ibid.:152-158).

2. The Influence of Fascism on Argentine Nationalism in the 1930s

The development of the above described Argentine nationalism in the mid 1930s was
closely inspired by European Fascism, particularly the Action Frangaise, Italian Fascism
and Franco’s Falange in Spain’. Italian Fascism in particular

"... proved, between 1932 and 1936, [to be] a decisive factor in the evolution of the

nationalist restoration (nacionalismo restaurador)."”
(Buchrucker 1987:174)

Before I go further, I must emphasize, however, that Italian Fascism, like Peronism or
other ideologies, is not perceived here as a monolithic bloc of beliefs. Rather, Fascism
in Italy and elsewhere was an ideological conglomerate of many varied Fascisms; a point
recently highlighted by Zunino (1985:374) who argued that Fascism in Italy played the
role of a very flexible, inclusive ideology.

In Argentina, Conservative papers welcomed the African wars of Mussolini and admired
the corporatist structure of the Fascist State. Some hailed the Italian dictator as the
’greatest political figure of the 20th century’ and regarded the ’totalitarian conception of
the State, the corporate system ..., the heroic vision of life and the restoration of
hierarchy, responsibility and authority’ as the most important elements to be adopted in
Argentina (cf.Buchrucker 1987:177%).

"Buchrucker (1987:163) lists the European authors who received most attention by
Argentine nationalists: Charles Maurras (1868-1952), Joseph Hilaire Belloc (1870-1953),
Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), Nicolai Berdiaeff (1847-1948) and Ramiro de Maeztu
(1875-1936).

$"Standing before the roads to chose, between the Russia of the Czars and the Italy
of the Caesars, our sight must be firmly fixed on Rome, today as yesterday the sign of
light for the world."
(E. Valento Ferri, Que quieren ...; cited by Buchrucker 1987:176)

"Yesterday ... Benito Mussolini inaugurated the first session of the national council of
the 22 corporations ... The creator of the fascist regime ... has reached the coronation
of his prodigious work."

(The paper Crisol in its editorial of November 11th 1934)
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Italian Fascist leaders travelled to South America, particularly to Brazil and Argentina,
delivering speeches which were well received by the majority of the numerous Italian
immigrants. The Fascist party paper Gerarchia not only reported on the cheers, "long
live the King and Emperor and the Duce!" and the fascist songs which welcomed the
orators from the "new ’ Italy’ in Buenos Aires’ Teatro Opera, but also acknowledged that
the children of immigrants had become Argentines and that fascist propaganda would
eventually need to address the issue of a naturalized audience (cf. Buchrucker 1987:175).

There has not yet been any research into the adoption of Fascism by Italian associations
in Argentina after 1924 and its deliberate fostering and imposition from above, by the
Italian Embassy, consular services and other Italian institutions (but cf. Ostuni 1990).
Outside the ’narrow’ environment of Italian associations, there were circles, like the
"Amigos del Italia" (Friends of Italy) had among its members the Governor of the
Province of Buenos Aires, Manuel Fresco, who openly supported Fascist ideas (cf.
Walter 1985:153-154). There were also short-lived attempts by H.Bianchetti to create an
Argentine Fascist Party, the Partido Fascista Argentino (PFA) in Avellaneda, a working-
class suburb in the South of Greater Buenos Aires (Buchrucker 1987:176).

Its militant Catholicism made the Spanish Falange movement of Francisco Franco
especially appealing to the Argentine nationalists'®. During the Spanish Civil War (1936-
1939), Franco and Falangism embodied, for the Argentine nationalists, the fight of good

"In fact we have to recognize that [Italian] Fascism ... is to date the only movement
which was put to practice in concrete terms [and] which has restored the traditional
principles of the political economy.

Its violence is justified if one looks at this moment [of history] which is a- moment of
violence. ... If violence does not impose order, then violence will impose disorder."

(J. Meinevielle, "Integracién y ...", Arx, 2, 1934,309-310)

"Fascism developed in Italy as a solution for society defending itself from the attacks of
the dissolving groups [in society]."

(Matias Sdnchez Sorondo, "Represién del Comunismo...", from a speech in Parliament).
All citations from Buchrucker (1987:177-179).

%" ..la nuova luce viene da Romg", ’the new light comes from Rome’, as one of the

travellers, Federzoni, emphatically claimed to his South American audience
(L.Federzoni(1938:12), Parole fasciste al Sud-America, Bologna; from Buchrucker
1987:175).

talian Fascism reconciled itself only after the Lateran Treaties (1929) with the
Church.
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against evil, of Catholicism and tradition against democracy, Socialism and the loosening

of morals.

On a practical level, the contacts of conservative Argentine politicians with Nazi
Germany and the partial attempts by the Third Reich to infiltrate Argentine politics were
considerable but very far from establishing a fifth column, as was presumed by American
and British intelligence. On an ideological level, it were members of Argentina’s
armed forces who found Nazi Germany most congenial. The traditions of order and
discipline within the German Army and the success of the German economy appealed
more, however, than the ’nordic’ version of antisemitism which propagated an Aryan
master race and had anti-Christian and national-socialist overtones. According to
Buchrucker (1987:186), these latter elements appeared to be less attractive to the
Argentine population, composed largely of people of Italian and Spanish extraction, than
was the propaganda of Fascists and Falangists.

European Fascisms were adopted selectively by the conservative nationalists who felt
themselves very close to these European movements:

"... the majority of us nationalists are to a greater or lesser degree philo-fascists

(filofascistas). "
(E.Palacio in 1941; from Buchruecker 1987:179)

Buchrucker (1987:200) comes to the conclusion that the importance of fascist models for

the evolution of Argentine conservative nationalism cannot be underestimated'?.

"This issue, however, is not covered by this thesis and the reader is advised to turn
to Newton (1976, 1982, 1984), Jackisch (1989) and Buchrucker (1987:184-205) for
recent critical studies on the subject.

2He lists the following reasons:
"1) The filofascistas constituted a very important sector of Argentine nationalism not only
’to the mid 30s’ but until 1945, and in may cases quite some time thereafter.
2) Italian Fascism, National Socialism and Franco-Falangism were interpreted by the
conservative nationalists as politically related phenomena, and in accordance with that
view judged positively. The ideological impact of these European ’models’ was
surprisingly homogenous ...
3) The popularity of the Fascist leaders in nationalist circles would ... rise during the
30s, reaching its climax between 1940 and 1943. The war against the Soviet Union
destroyed the objections many had against the neo-pagan ’traits’ (rasgos) of the Third
Reich."”
(Buchrucker 1987:200)
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Argentine conservatism can be viewed as an Argentine version of Fascism which, while
influenced by European models, still managed to conceive of itself as an autonomous and
original creation®,

Yet, While the conservative nationalists had addressed some of the basic tensions of
Argentine society in the mid 1930s, they failed to resolve them convincingly. Conflicts
persisted between Catholicism and secularism, the rich provinces of the Littoral and
poorer and more traditional Creole provinces of the interior. There were also wide gaps
in the social distribution of national wealth, the exclusion of the masses from politics
through fraudulent and paternalistically manipulated elections, and the criminalization of

what was left of the Radical Party.

So, in response to these tensions, and in opposition to the more dominant conservative
or restorative nationalisms, a second strand developed; populist nationalism. It was
centred mainly around FORJA (Fuerza de Orientacién Radical de la Joven Argentina),
a group of nationalist Radicals, among whom were the writers, Arturo Jauretche and Rauil
Scalabrini Ortiz. They held the firm belief that many of Argentina’s problems stemmed
from foreign, and particularly British, ’imperialist’ domination. Accordingly, they
developed a strong ’anti-imperialist’ ideology, which favoured and vindicated the
nationalization of resources like petroleum which had taken place under the last Radical
government. Against the elitism of conservatives and nationalists, they venerated the
‘people’ (pueblo). The glorification of the Middle Ages by right-wing nationalists was
countered with a nostalgic look to Argentina’s gaucho-past and its caudillos (Juan Manuel
de Rosas in particular) - some of whom had favoured a federation of Argentine provinces
rather than a centralized State. FORJA-nationalism also opted for a corporate

representation of interest groups in society, but with a strong emphasis on the ’people’

BThis assertion should, however, be qualified. While it is true that Argentine
conservative nationalists copied, imitated and partly reformulated European Fascisms they
did, on the other hand, omit some important elements. The Argentine movement never
developed armed sections on a scale comparable to the Italian and German experience;
also in the South American context there was no concept of "vital space" (Lebensraum)
and considerably less military expansionism. Finally, the social base of the movement
differed in so far from its European contemporaries in so far, as it was largely constituted
by the middle and upper classes, and not by an economically frustrated lower middle
class (Buchrucker 1987:230-234).
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and ’social justice’. Finally, the integration of the gringo, the foreign immigrant to
Argentine society, was a more prominent theme than the conspiracy theories advanced

by their political opponents about international Jewish finance.
3. Peronism, 1943-1955

The advent of Perdn and later endurance of Peronism constitute a very complex subject
that I do not pretend to treat exhaustively here. My chief interest lies with the ideological
ancestry of Peronism rather than with its political chronology. Arguably, what makes
Peronism so difficult to define is that it cuts across divisions of Fascism, Socialism,
Nationalism, left- and right wing political ideologies and movements.

The political heterogeneity of Peronism is apparent on two distinct but nevertheless
related levels: on the level of practical political alliances and the level of political
ideology. Evidence for the first point is, for example the presidential election of 1946,
when Perdn grouped together an alliance containing a faction of the Radical Party, the
UCR Junta Renovadora, the Partido Laborista!* and the Centros Civicos Coronel Perén

his base committees. FORJA had already been collaborating with Perén since 1943. The

opposing groups in the presidential campaign were also linked in rather novel ways under
the Unién Democrdtica by aligning together the greater part of the UCR, conservatives,
socialists and communists.

The ideology developed by Perdn and his followers, henceforth Peronism, was highly
eclectic and incorporated and mixed elements of previous nationalisms. One of its main
concepts, however, (which had been employed already by some conservative nationalists
and emphasized by FORJA), was Social Justice (Justicia Social). Often the movement,

the party and the doctrine got the epithet justicialista, and it has remained a Peronist
keyword to the present day. Perdén’s Justicialismo mixed, almost indiscriminately,
nationalism, social catholicism, military authoritarianism and trade union corporatism.
Per6n argued:

“First of all we are not sectarians .... We act according to the facts ... . If there is
something in communism we can adopt, we will adopt it, we are not intimidated by
political labels. If Fascism, Anarchism or Communism have something good to offer, we
will take it."

¥ The PL was allied to the trade union movement which supported Perén
(Murmis/Portantiero 1971:96).
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(Per6n, cited by Buchrucker 1987:325)

The influence of Fascism on Peronism is certain, but its precise importance is a
controversial subject in the literature. The accusation came first from the political
opposition to Perdn at the time:

"Under the influence of European Social Democracy, Soviet Stalinism, and Argentine
Liberalism, both parties[i.e. the Argentine Socialist and Communist parties], once the
Nazis had invaded the USSR, characterized the Second World War as one between
democracy and Fascism; then faced with the authoritarian methods of the 1943-6 regime
and its refusal to enter the Allied camp until the Axis powers were doomed, Peronism,
in part an offshoot of that regime, came to be branded by the traditional left as a fascist
movement. This was despite the fact that Perén as Labour Secretary, had bestowed
unquestionable material favour upon the growing working class ... .

Under these circumstances for the left to dismiss Perén’s supporters; including the mass
of the workers as peronazis was not only unjust but also politically suicidal."
(Gillespie 1982:9-10)

Most authors, analysing the phenomenon in retrospect (Waldmann 1974:271-280, Rock
1975:185, Laclau 1979:176ff., Gillespie 1982, Buchrucker 1987, Nimni 1990:146), agree
that the term Fascism does not accurately describe Peronism. Buchrucker (1987:392-395)
gives the main reasons why Peronisms cannot be characterized as a variant of Fascism:

Firstly, it developed in the early and mid 1940s during a period of economic growth.
Unlike Italian Fascism and German Nazism which developed at a time of economic crisis

Secondly, the year 1943, when Perén became Labour Secretary and started to implement
the first elements of Justicialismo, did not mark the end of democracy (as in 1922’s Italy
and 1933’s Germany). Rather, Per6n succeeded the década infame, which had already
seen prolonged military rule and authoritarian conservative governments, thinly
legitimized by fraudulent elections.

Thirdly, with regard to its class structure, Peronism was based primarily on the urban
and, through migration, urbanized rural working class. Conversely, while it later
embraced larger parts of society, the initial appeal of Italian Fascism and German Nazism
was to the middle and lower middle classes, who were disillusioned with a lost World
War I and economic crisis.

Finally, as Buchrucker observes (1987:392), at first sight there seems to be a superficial
similarity between Italy, Germany, and Argentina in so far as certain sectors of each

society perceived a threat from communism. However, while both Italy and Germany had
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strong left-wing movements and parties, Argentina, at the time that Peronism originated,
had not. The moderate Socialist Party', though operating shifting alliances, was in
opposition, and anarchists who had played some role in the Trade Union movement of
the 1920s had long been suppressed and ceased to play any tangible role'®. The working
class, and the new urban poor (descamisados)'’, were without a real organizational

’voice’.

It was Perén who skilfully exploited this vacuum of class consciousness and class
representation. He portrayed (to the governing elites, the military and the middle class)
the increasing problems of the working class as a potentially communist threat to the
established order and, at the same time, became the advocate of the working classes by
channelling their needs into powerful organizational structures, such as the (state-
dependent) Trade Unions. It was this later evolving corporatism which borrowed heavily
from Italian Fascism. Similar, too, was the emphasis on a glorified leader, a ’conductor’
who interpreted the will of his people. Fascism, Nazism and Peronism were all
characterized by political polarization; yet, the alliances formed by Peronism stood in
stark contrast to the former. The prime adversaries of working-class based Peronism were
the majority of the middle class Radical party, and the traditional landholding elite.
Peronism also lacked the same kind of totalitarian rule which was characteristic of Italy
and Germany. Although members of the opposition were persecuted and there was
censorship of the media, and Peronists occupied all important posts of government,
Argentina never became a one-party State. Also, occasional violence from the ALN
(Alianza Libertadora Nacional) was rather a fringe activity, compared with the organized
violence of Italian squadristi or the brownshirts of the German SA (Buchrucker
1987:395). And although Perdn’s search for a ’third position’, independent of the US,
Europe and the Soviet Union, aimed to locate Argentina at the centre of Latin American
politics and in the non-aligned movement more generally, the virulent geographical

expansionism typical of Italy and Germany was practically absent.

See chapter 6 for the memoirs of Umberto Tuzzi who was for some time a militant
of the Socialist Party.

15cf. chapter 7 for Domenico Donatello’s comments on this period.

"Descamisados means literally ’shirtless’ (and was used for the working class
followers of Perén).
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According to Buchrucker(1987:395), Peronism can best be described as authoritarian
populism. Waldmann(1974:271-280, 307f.) also insists that Peronism cannot be treated

as a variant of Fascism because it was an authoritarian, not a totalitarian political system.

The heterogeneity of Peronism is underscored by the great diversity with which Italian
immigrants and their descendants evaluated the period. Immigrants who were opposed
to Fascism in Italy, usually, opposed Peronism as well, although as industrialists and
entrepreneurs, they pragmatically benefitted from Peronist industrialization policies.
There is no such clear sequence of political allegiances for people who had been Fascists
in Italy. They either saw Perdn as a political charlatan and *bad copy of Mussolini’, or
valued him positively because of strong leadership (cf. also chapters 6 ,7, 8 and 10).

The difficulties of defining Peronism, of attempting to do justice not only to the 1943-
1955 period, but also to later developments such as the ’peronization’ of new sectors (of
students and intellectuals), Perén’s 18-year exile and eventual return to power in 1973,
become clear in the following quote from Gillespie:

"Looked at it generically it is most useful and least misleading to regard Peronism as
simply a multi-sectoral, national-popular movement whose social integrants have varied
in accordance with how different classes, social sectors, and institutions have perceived
their interests in relation to a national-popular line in different, evolving, political and
economic circumstances. "

(Gillespie 1982:25)

To summarize the Peronist ideology for our purpose, one could say, that it added to the
nationalism of the FORJA populist movement the element of the strong national leader,
a genius-like conductor who interpreted the will of his people and gave it direction. This
was, of course, Per6n himself, and to some extent his wife, Evita. The other elements
were already available; namely a strong populist emphasis on the people against the
ruling oligarchy and an anti-imperialist rhetoric advocating economic independence from
foreign powers, like Britain and the US. It was this particular combination of nationalist
ingredients and, for the first time in Argentine history, the positive valorization of the
rural and urban working class, coupled with real benefits and improved living standards,
which made Peronism a convincing alternative to earlier regimes and ideologies.

Peronism therefore appealed to a class spectrum encompassing not only the working class
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and the lower middle class, but also parts of the middle class proper and ’national’
industrialists who feared foreign competition.

The ideology of Peronism, Justicialismo, proposed ’social justice’ to create internal order.
The resolving of class struggles was to be achieved through the cooperation of the
formerly opposed sectors of ’capital’ and ’labour’ in a State controlled system of
corporate groups.

With regard to foreign economic and political policies, Per6n argued for the necessity of
a third way for Argentina, somewhere between the two blocs of Capitalism and
Socialism, then represented by the United States and the Soviet Union respectively.
Political independence should be complemented by economic independence from foreign
interests. Perdn thus favoured the substitution of imports in his economic programme, a
policy already initiated by conservative military governments in the late 1930s and early
1940s'®. It meant that nationally manufactured goods should replace foreign imports and
was intended to overcome the earlier pattern of Argentina as an exporter of raw materials
and importer of manufactured goods. According to Peralta-Ramos (1978:24-113) the
period, from 1946-1955, saw deliberate attempts to develop a national industry, create
a consumer market through increasing wages and to adopt import substitution, while
neglecting agricultural production. According to most analysts, Perén did in fact increase
the dependent labourforce’s share of the national income from broadly 45% to 55%
percent, and, in the early 1950s, Argentine workers earned more than their European
contemporaries (cf. also Dabat/Lorenzano 1983:23).

Argentina also increased the share of manufacturing and light industries, and sustained
at 3.8% a slightly higher annual growth rate than between 1935 and 1944. More

precisely, the early Peronist governments of the ’golden’ years from 1946 to 1949",

8Murmis/Portantiero (1971:6,11,22) argued that, in the 1930s, an alliance of interests
between the agrarian sector (the traditional elite) and the industrial sector, both opposed
to the working class, introduced import substitution and subsequently benefited from it.

Bwhich has been referred to as a ’boom’ period (Diaz Alejandro 1970:111); cf. also
the following quote:
"... the ’golden’ Peronist years of the late 1940s coincided with British needs to cut her
losses abroad following a costly war and preceded the successful effort by US-based and
other multinational corporations to acquire a decisive presence in the more dynamic
sectors of the country’s economy."
(Gillespie 1982:15)
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could benefit from a growing gross domestic product and high monetary reserves®
(though sometimes blocked abroad as it occurred with Argentina’s Sterling reserves) (cf.

Rock 1987:276).

For many people I spoke to this period acquired almost *mythical’ qualities, and,looking
back on the times, some told me, ’that the floors of the Central Bank were full of gold’.
According to the political emphasis of those speaking (depending on whether they were
Peronist or anti-Peronists), Perén was either considered to have invested these assets
wisely, or to have squandered them in a costly welfare programme and the acquisition
of the British-owned railways.

The early 1950s were already marked by increased economic difficulties, when industrial
production fell back to the level of 1946 (Rock 1975:190). Furthermore, the decline of
Argentina’s export earnings from agriculture was accentuated by severe droughts, but
also, more generally, by an economic policy which had favoured import substitution,
furthering manufacturing and local consumption?, and neglected the rural export sector.
The Peronist government had thus created, what an economic historian called an
’exchange bottleneck’(Dfaz Alejandro 1970:114), "...because import substitution had not
released enough exchange to finance imports required by a 5% growth rate” (ibid.). In
addition, Perén also came under increasing pressure from internal opposition and had to
contend with the eroding class base of his support (Buchrucker 1987:366, Gillespie
1982:19-22).

2Between 1945 and 1948 the Argentina’s GDP grew by almost 30% (Dfaz Alejandro
1970:110).
"At the end of 1946 net reserves of gold and foreign exchange were estimated at $1.687
million." (ibid.:107)

2Local consumption was also stimulated by real wage rises and a massive welfare
programme (Dfaz Alejandro 1970:117).
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5. Peronist Policies on Immigration

In order to *'modernize’ and ’develop’ the country, the Perén Government supported the
development of a proper heavy industry. Following from that, the government also

regarded it as necessary to attract European immigrants with technical skills to Argentina.

There has been little research into the attitudes of the Peronist Government towards
immigration. However, from various presidential decrees which an official of the
Direccién de Migraciones made available to me, some conclusions can be drawn. In
1946, the presidential decree no.20.707 implemented the policy of recruiting immigrants
in Europe by establishing Argentine Immigration Offices in Spain and Italy (the two
countries who had sent most immigrants to Argentina, and were regarded somehow as
’natural affines’)?. Furthermore, the Presidential Decree 10.534 of 14th of May 1949,
ordered the installation of a training centre in Rome where prospective immigrants could
acquire the necessary professional and technical skills. And Presidential Decree 18.471
(27/6/1947) is particularly revealing about the broader task of the Immigration
Delegations:

"The Executive has sent to Europe commissions of functionaries who are instructed to
organize the migration of citizens of that continent in the direction of the Argentine
Republic, and in doing so put into practice the plan [which was] devised to incorporate
into the Nation, four million foreigners during the quinquennium 1947-1951." (my italics)

So, the Peronist government hoped to attract at least four million Europeans, who would

have amounted to almost two thirds of the immigrants during the times of mass

ZTHE PRESIDENT OF THE ARGENTINE NATION IN GENERAL
ACCORDANCE
WITH THE MINISTERS DECREES:
article 1: to constitute the Argentine delegation of immigration in Europe , with
headquarters in Italy and Spain. ...
article 3: the delegation has to convene, organize, ... promote and carry out everything
which is related to immigration to Argentina according to the draft bill (proyecto de ley)
on immigration and colonization of the Government Plan(...)."
(Presidential Decree 20.707, 2/12/1946)
State institutions, like the Central Bank (Banco Central) and the Argentine Institute for
the Promotion of Foreign Trade (IAPI) and the Commission for the Reception and

Guidance of Immigrants (Comisién de Recepcién y Encauzamiento de la Inmigracién),

had to coordinate the implementation of these decrees.
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immigration®. Italians in Buenos Aires were also of the opinion that future Argentine
progress was tied to new Italian immigration, and sought a bilateral treaty on
migration®®, Over the next decade, actual rates of European immigration were to be
much lower, despite some commentators hoping the ’golden years’ of Argentine mass
immigration and thriving affluence would be repeated?. However, whilst in retrospect,
these expectations seem to have been exaggerated, they were not so at the time when
some European countries after the Second World War faced serious problems of poverty,
homelessness, hunger and refugees. The booming Argentine economy of the late 1940s
could therefore hold out the promise of a better future. People with whom I spoke, who
arrived from Italy at that time, repeatedly stressed that they imagined and perceived
Argentina as ’a super country’, very wealthy, full of natural resources, and abundant in
affordable food supplies®. In fact, the figures on arriving immigrants in the early years
of that last wave of European immigration to Argentina, remain impressive. Between
1947 and 1957 about 840,000 Europeans came. 610,000 stayed permanently, and of them
388,000 were Italians. The highest immigration levels were recorded during the
Peronist boom years of the late forties. Already by 1952, numbers were falling again and
by 1960, and from then onwards, return migration outnumbered new immigration
(Roncelli 1987:113-115, Nascimbene 1987:104).

BOne contemporary economic analyst hinted at the possible funding of this venture
coming from the American *Marshall Plan’:
"Gifts and loans under the *Marshall Plan’ include ships to be used in transporting Italian
emigrants to South America and Australia. It is said that some ten million Italians may
be compelled to find homes in foreign lands. See Congressional Record, April 5,1949,
pp.3939-40 and April 13,1949, p.4632."

(Rippy 1949:37)
MSee, for example, Pasquali (1946:60).

BSee the following remark by an Argentine journalist:
"Hopefully, our good fortune as a Promised Land (in this very month of July [1947]
when the immigration flow starts and the first thousands of Italian immigrants will arrive
...), will mean the return to our good years of immigration ... ."
(Nicora 1947:9)

%cf. chapter 6.
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Little is known about the actual practice on the official side in handling immigrants and
"incorporating them into the Argentine Republic’. In 1947, in line with the new
immigration programme, the government department responsible for immigration (the
Direccién General de Migraciones)? revived the famous Hotel de Inmigrantes (situated
at the port of Buenos Aires) where immigrants had already found initial shelter during
the times of mass immigration (cf. chapter 5). Apparently, there was also a "National
Ethnic Institute’(Instituto Etnico Nacional), its bulletin mentioned in a footnote by
Germani(1970:329), and its name inscribed on an office plate on the wall of a house
which appears on one of the Peronist propaganda films to promote immigration®.

Despite the problems of access to primary sources?® and the absence of published
analyses of Peronist immigration policies, some insights into the ideology connected with
these policies can be gained from propaganda films which I located in the National
Archive’s (Archivo General de la Nacién) Audiovisual Department. Such films generally
would depict immigration to Argentina in glorified terms. In the film Inmigracién,
immigrants are the ’travellers of hope’ (viajeros de esperanza) who brought from
’overpopulated countries’ (paises sobrepoblados) the ’new blood the country is waiting
for’ (sangre nueva que el pafs espera). Later in the film, the children of immigrants are
shown, dressed in white school uniforms, and the commentary emphasizes that now the

'work of adaptation is complete and the immigrants have been absorbed into the [new]

Zithe DGM had resumed its activities in 1947 and set the following objectives for
’selective’ migration:
"Once peace was declared by the belligerent countries [i.e. the end to World War II], our
government was the first to consider the possibility of attracting once more that flow of
foreigners which had helped for almost a century to enlarge the country. ...
"The Direccién General de Migraciones becomes that part of the State which is the
custodian of its population: it selects the immigrants according to the government’s plan;
it prohibits the entry of the undesirable [immigrant] who could be a danger to the internal
order; it does not allow the entry of the ill and handicapped who could become a burden
for the State or benevolent institutions; it seeks the best immigrants, the young elements
willing to work, technicians, skilled workers, scientists, industrialists, etc. ."
(Direccién General de Migraciones 1948:5; my italics).

2The film Inmigracién (Immigration) was made by the government in the late 1940s
or early 1950s; AGN, audiovisual archive.

PWhile officials were friendly and helpful, the files at the Buenos Aires office of the
UN agency which promoted European immigration, the Comité Intergubernamental para
las Migraciones (CIM), were incomplete for the 1940s and 50s.

Similarly, while the Direccién de Migraciones made its library available to me, I could
not get access to unpublished files.
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fatherland through the melting pot of peoples’ (la _obra de adaptacién mpleta

inmigrantes son_absorbidas por la patria en el crisol de pueblos), (all quotes from
Inmigracién).

Such propaganda films clearly show the intention of the Peronist government to attract
new immigrants from Europe and to assimilate them to a new Argentine national identity.
Although more research is needed, I would tentatively suggest that, with the
implementation of decrees and the establishments of particular institutions,(such as the
Direccién General de Migraciones, the Hotel de Inmigrantes, the Ethnic Institute and the
labour offices abroad), the Peronist Government tried to devise a ’social technology’
which would mould immigration in particular, and the population at large according to
the ideal of a 'new Argentine man’. Hence, ultimately, through these policies and

institutions, a kind of ’social modernity’* for the whole of society was to be achieved.

In order to attract immigrants, the Peronist government and its Direccién General de

Migraciones also cooperated with United Nation agencies, such as the Intergovernmental

Committee for Migration (Comité Intergubernamental para las Migraciones, CIM) with

headquarters in Geneva. The CIM operated specific programmes to reunite families, to
enhance qualified workers’ immigration and to help political refugees and, in the early

1950s an Argentine Branch was opened in Buenos Aires.

I interviewed several retired Italian officials who had worked for the CIM in the 1950s.
One told me:

"The procedure was the following. The Italian immigrant who had family in Italy - and
who after World War II might not have seen them for 20 years - came to us. We filled
in forms, taking details of the composition of the family, and gave a list of those relatives
the immigrant wanted to bring from Italy, to Argentine Immigration Bureau(Direccién
de Migraciones). They issued a passenger list and sent the documentation to the CIM
headquarters in Geneva and to the Argentine Immigration Offices (DAIE) in Europe.
Before embarkation, the immigrants were examined by doctors. When the departure was
fixed, we received a list of passengers - usually a fortnight before arrival- allowing us
to give notice to the relative in Buenos Aires.

"The CIM regulations required that 50% European ships and 50% Argentine ships should
be used. The ships from Italy were Eugenio C, Giulio Cesare, Anna C, and

Federico C; from France, Bretagne and Provence, and from Spain, Capo San Roque. The

%A term which Rabinow (1989:9) employed in the different context of French
"Modern’, colonial architecture in Morocco.
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Argentines had Salta, Corrientes, Yapayé, Liberty and Santa Fe. So, we had lists of the
immigrants when the ships arrived at the habour.

"Wonderful scenes occurred which could make you cry. Many relatives did not recognize
each other at first. They looked at each other, saying ’Dad, is that you...?’; and then the
kissing and embracing, hugging so strong that it squeezed the bones together.

I had more than 700 records, I had bought them in order to bring them to the port and
played songs like L’emigrante, Caro, Quanti riccordi to welcome the immigrants.
"And there were the brides (sposine): the arranged marriages by proxy (matrimoni per
procura), where bridegroom and bride had not seen each other before, and also the
’bogus’ marriages to get permission to enter the country. With the arranged marriages
it sometimes happened that the man did not want his bride any more ... Also, there were
always about 20 girls of lose morals on board whom we had to repatriate. There were
crooks on board who had ’bought’ emigrant passports in order to carry illegal
merchandise, because under CIM-regulations the immigrants were allowed to bring their
removal goods.

"More than 900 people came with each ship. The European ships went to Montevideo
[Uruguay] first, and the Argentine ships had to anchor at high sea and were then visited
by a medical commission.

I received more than 150,000 immigrants: Italians, Greeks, Spaniards and later Koreans
and Taiwanese."

(retired CIM official, 1953-1961)

Another official told me:

"There was an Italian immigrant who had come before the war [World War II] and left
his wife and children in Italy. He now lived with an Argentine woman. His brother-in-
law, who had migrated to Argentina, said one day: ’Okay, if he doesn’t want to bring
his wife and kids over, I'll do it’ and made an application at the CIM.

Once they were in Buenos Aires, he arranged a meeting with his brother-in-law under
some pretext. When they saw each other, tears and hugs followed, the children crying
"father’ etc. He then left Buenos Aires and his Argentine woman, to live with his wife
and his children in Cérdoba."

(retired CIM official, 1953-1983)

Pictures® on following pages:
1. CIM Officials and Argentine Journalists
on Board of a Ship with Newly Arrived Immigrants (n.d., probably 1955)
2. and 3. CIM Officials disembark with Immigrants
(n.d., probably 1955)
4. and 5. CIM Officials and Italian Immigrants in CIM offices,
Buenos Aires (1953)

The pictures were given to me by courtesy of an ex-CIM official.
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The CIM also provided initial shelter for the immigrants in the Hotel de Inmigrantes or
other hostels in Buenos Aires. While, statistically speaking, post-World War II Italian
immigration peaked in 1949 and declined significantly after 1954 (Roncelli 1987:112),
the Argentine Government tried as late as 1958 to attract skilled labourers from Italy, as

the circulars sent by the Iralian migration offices to South Italian villages testify*.

9. Argentine History, 1955-1988

Although the people of this study sometimes made different sub-divisions (cf. chapters
6,7,8,9 and 11), often reflecting more the fluctuations of the Argentine economy than
political events, I will adopt for my overview Rock’s (1987) periodization, starting with
the fall of Perén in 1955. Arguably, one of the main characteristics of contemporary
Argentine politics is, as I have mentioned earlier, the persistence of heterogeneous
Peronist ideologies and movements after the fall of Per6n. However, I will not explore
this theme to the extent that I have analysed affinities between Nationalism, Fascism and
early Peronism, but will give a rather brief, mainly political chronology.

Rock divides Argentine history after the fall of Perén in 1955 into three main periods.
The first, from 1955 to 1966, was characterized by both military and civilian anti-
Peronist governments.

In this period, which starts with General Lonardi’s coup d’état against Perén in 1955, the
civilian government of Arturo Frondizi (1958-1962) deserves some particular mention.
Frondizi’s Government is a recurrent theme in entrepreneurs’ and businessmen’s
accounts, where it is generally counterposed to the years of Peronism (1943-1955).
Arturo Frondizi, a lawyer and the son of Italian immigrants, was elected President as
candidate of the ’intransigent’ wing of the Radical Party (UCRI) and by a silent pact
which had secured him votes from the Peronists (Rock 1987:337). In the first two years
of government, his economic team designed an economic strategy, ’developmentalism’
(desarrollismo). The Argentine industry was to be developed’ by combined measures of

attracting foreign capital to key industries such as the oil refineries, the car and steel

#For example, in 1958, an "Informative leaflet for prospective labourers to emigrate
to Argentina", advertised free ship passages for mechanics, car mechanics, electricians,
carpenters, tilers, and bricklayers (Foglio Informativo ....; Ufficio Collocamento,
Comune di Sutera, Sicily).
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industry. During its first two years desarrollismo proved to be successful and augmented
production in *dynamic’ sectors such as the car, steel and petrochemical industry, which
experienced real investment. On the other hand, Frondizi’s policies showed very sparse
results with respect to shipbuilding and the paper-processing industry, that is those sectors
which Schvarzer (1980:8) calls ’vegetative’, implying that they showed no signs of new
investments, and went on to use old installations. Entrepreneurs and industrialists whom
I interviewed, were generally emphatic about the Frondizi Government. They stressed
the Italian origin of the President, and furthermore, contrasted his (and Per6n’s)
industrialization programmes which benefitted their own companies, with a more recent
period of ’deindustrialization’ which resulted from the adoption of free-market policies
and the partial abolition of state subsidies under Martinez de Hoz* (cf. below and
chapter 6).

Frondizi, who had initially supported a populist, pro-trade union policy, later changed
his attitudes, when he had to carry out a stabilization programme, including price and
wage controls. Still, he refused the military’s pressure to annul provincial elections in
1962, which were won in most of the constituencies by Peronists. The military saw their
programme of keeping the Peronists out of power, in danger and consequently undertook
a coup d’état against Frondizi in 1962. The short-lived government of Guido gave way
in 1963 to democratically elected President Illia, of the Radical Party (UCR).

The second period in Rock’s scheme, extends from the coup d’état against democratically
elected President Illia in 1966 to the end of Isabel Estela Perén’s government in 1976.
This period witnessed increased conflict between the authoritarian military governments
of Onganfa (1966-1970), Levingston (1970-1971) and Lanusse (1971-1973) and a rising
neo-Peronist movement, now supported by left-wing students and intellectuals. A part of
this latter movement went underground and took up armed struggle. The most prominent
of these guerrilla groups were the Peronist Montoneros, and the non-Peronist ERP
(Ejercito Revolucionario Popular), a trotskyist formation. After the violent suppression
of strikes and protests by workers and students in the city of Cérdoba in 1969 (later
known as the cordobazo), there were ever more frequent violent guerilla attacks,
kidnappings and murders and counter attacks by right wing murder squadrons such as the
Triple A (AAA) and military and police personnel.

BMinister of Trade and Commerce, 1976-1981.
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Gillespie (1982) has meticulously traced the rise and fall of the Montonero guerrillas.
Inspired by a glorified image of Perdn absent in exile, and a combination of socialist
ideas and violent catholic struggle in the fashion of Camillo Torres (the Colombian
guerrilla priest), they first targeted political figures, such as General Aramburu®, but
also foreign and national top executives of multinationals, whom they kidnapped and
sometimes released after the exaction of high ransoms. In 1973, the military government
of General Alejandro Augustin Lanusse came under increased pressure from popular
protest and Peronist *special formations’ (guerilla groups). He tried to solve the crisis by
calling an election(Gillespie 1982:114) in which the Peronist candidate, Héctor Campora
won a landslide victory. Perdn himself was officially banned from election and only in
June 1973, was he allowed to return from his exile in Madrid. On his return at Buenos

Aires’ international airport, Ezeiza, violent fighting broke out between right wing and left

wing Peronist groups, leaving probably dozens dead and several hundred wounded.
Campora, the stalking horse for Perdn’s presidency, resigned in July 1973. In September,
new elections were held which Per6n won overwhelmingly, and on the 12th of October
1973 he was inaugurated President of Argentina for the third time, after 18 years of
exile. While in exile, he had given his arms-length blessing which had served to mobilize
young voters for him and to destabilize the Lanusse regime. But, once in government,
Perén dissociated himself from the Montoneros and their armed struggle. This
estrangement between Perén (who adopted right-wing positions) and his ’special
formations’, whose political wing, the *Peronist Youth’, had assembled the majority of

young voters for the President, drove the guerrillas underground again.

After Perén’s natural death on 1st of July 1974, his third wife and running mate in the
1973 elections, ’Isabel’ Per6én (Maria Estela Martinez), took office. During her
government she completely lost control of political authority and was surrounded by
sinister advisers such as the ’sorcerer’ (el brujo), Lépez Rega, Welfare Minister since
1973, who started to form the death squad Triple A. During her time in office, the
military and secret services came ever more to the forefront by attacking, abducting and

assassinating guerrillas and numerous guerrilla ’suspects’ and ’sympathizers’.

Aramburu was the successor to Lonardi after the 1955 coup against Perén, and
carried out the dismantling of Peronist organizations.
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In 1976 the military carried out yet another coup this time led by Jorge Videla, and

initiated what it called the ’process of national reorganization’ (el_proceso de la

reorganizacién nacional) which consisted foremostly of a ’dirty war’(guerra_suicia),

designed to wipe out the guerrillas and their supporters. Ruthless, illegal methods were

used. Thousands of people were abducted, held in detention centres without trial and then
murdered without leaving any trace. These missing people, many of whom were under
the age of eighteen and highschool students, became tragically known to the world
(through the publicity work of human rights organizations) as the *dispappeared people’
(los desaparecidos). Estimates put their number between 10,000 and 20,000 (Nunca Mds
1986, Guest 1990). With regard to interior politics, el proceso was a period of terrorist
and totalitarian rule by the military, with the strict surveillance and censorship of
universities, the press, trade unions and the prohibition of political parties. Many
Argentines were forced to leave the country and go into exile in order to forestall
persecution, detention and death.

In economic terms, the governments of the generals Videla and Viola(1976-1981), were
marked by the policies of the economy minister Martinez de Hoz. He adopted a neo-
liberal market policy, opening the market to foreign competitors and investors, and
abolishing many trade and tariff protections and subsidies for Argentine industry. In
people’s accounts this period is also known as the years of la plata dulce (’sweet
money’). A free and unified exchange rate with the US$ then permitted many middle and
upper class Argentines to convert their overvalued pesos at very favourable rates, which
enabled them to buy imported consumer goods and to travel to the US (cf. also Rock
1987:373). This policy also implied the collapse of many long established Argentine
industries which had grown up under state protection and, among the 100 leading
companies, a further process of concentration and the establishment of trusts took place
(Schvarzer 1983:414-417). In fact, the years from 1976 to 1981 have been called a period
of ’deindustrialization’®, referring to the devastating effects that Martinez de Hoz’
policies had on Argentine industry (Chudnovsky 1989:109). Industrialists who since the
late 1930s had been accustomed to programmes of industrial promotion, state subsidies,

relatively secure tenders and protective price policies, were suddenly faced with ’open’

%There has been no anthropological research on the process of ’deindustrialization’
in Argentina, but for the United States cf. the interesting studies by Di Leonardo (1985)
Lamphere (1985), Nash (1985) and Newman (1985); also Newman’s recent monograph
’Falling from Grace’ (1988).
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competition, often coming from foreign companies. Many could not compete and in fact
went bankrupt. Enrique Gerardi in chapter 6 is one such example. With regard to
economic parameters, such as the fall in income per capita, declining wages and high
inflation, one economic analyst has characterized the years from 1976 to 1979 as the
worst four year period since the early 1930s (Ferrer 1980:134f.).

In 1982, the military government of Galtieri thought to overcome unpopularity at home
by reviving an old issue of national sovereignty: the dispute with Great Britain over the
Falklands or Malvinas Islands. The course of events is widely known and can be read
elsewhere (Rock 1987:374-383, Dabat/Lorenzano 1984:92-102). In April 1982 Argentine
troops took the islands by force and later, contrary to Argentine expectations, Britain sent
its fleet and retook the islands in June 1983. Although initially a wide spectrum -even of
left-wing opponents of the military regime- had supported the ’national cause’ of the
Malvinas, after the army’s defeat, Galtieri and later the Bignone Government lost their

support, and the population called for an election in 1983.

Arguably, the years of the last military dictatorship (el proceso) and the period
immediately preceding it, were the most conflictual and traumatic time for Argentines in
their recent history, and ideological cleavages (even among members of the same family)

resulting from this period are revealed by accounts in chapters 4,6,9, and 10.

It was Rail Alfonsin, a lawyer and candidate for the Radical Party, who campaigned for
the full restoration of democracy and promised to bring the people responsible for the
dirty war and the disappeared people to trial. He won the election on the 30th of October,
1983. The initial euphoria surrounding his government, and the belief of many Argentines
that, after years of military suppression, a period of true democracy with full
constitutional rights would follow, are well described in Burn’s report on ’the land that
lost its heroes’(1987). However, Alfonsin inherited the problem of how to try the military
regime for its crimes, as well as how to clear a foreign debt, amounting to over 40
billion US$, contracted during Martinez de Hoz’ years as Minister of the Economy. Thus
handicapped economically from the outset, Alfonsin (who lacked a coherent economic
strategy) had to make several adjustments, the most famous being his Plan Austral in
1985, which devalued the Argentine Peso and introduced the new currency of the
Austral. He also had to make concessions to the military. What should have been a full-

scale investigation into the violation of human rights during the el proceso years, (and
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was partly undertaken in the voluminous work by the Argentine Commission on Human
Rights chaired by the writer Ernesto Sdbato), had, when it came to the point of trying
those responsible to be scaled down. Eventually, only top government personnel was
brought to justice, that is to say 'those who gave the orders’, leaving many mercenaries,
death squads and professional killers, unprosecuted (the laws of punto final in 1986, and
obediencia debida in 1987; cf. Rock 1987:401 and Pdgina 12 30.6.89).

It is difficult to summarize the tormented history of post-1955 Argentina. However, it
emerges from the overview given that, after attempts to incorporate working class
interests into a national policy failed under Peronism, sectoral interests groups (landed
oligarchy, industrialists, Trade Unions and military) fought violently over economic
interests and political power. In these struggles which resulted in ’sectoral clashes’
(Merkx 1969, cf. also Smith 1974:88-113), the military saw its own role as a legitimate
’saviour’, always present and ready to intervene. And the military was also perceived in
such a role by civilian politicians, since conflicts in civilian society seemed to be

insoluble.

4. Italy and Argentina in the 1980s

At the end of this overview of Argentine contemporary history, it seems appropriate to
look again at Argentina’s economic relationship with Italy in the present. Argentines in
general now have an image of Italy as a powerful country in the world economy, In
popular discourse, they make reference to its fashion, food and successful industries (cf.
chapters 8 and 9), while persisting structural inequalities, such as the Italian North-South
divide, and a past history as a poor emigration country are usually not mentioned (cf.
chapter 11). Moreover, Italian immigrants and their descendants are fully aware of the
fact that the economic policies of wealthy Italy can have a direct influence on them,
through development programmes with Argentina, or more specifically, through benefits

for poor Italians mediated by the Italian associations (cf. chapter 10).

The ’inversion’ of economic roles between the two societies is clearly indicated from the
1960s onwards by two parameters: migration and per capita income. Since 1960, return

migration to Italy from Argentina is higher than out migration from Italy to Argentina
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(Roncelli 1987:112)®. More generally, in the 1955 to 1984 period, Argentina’s
migration statistics show the net emigration of its citizens for almost every year, and
reveal despite some variations, that the trend is on the increase (Bertoncello/Lattes
1987:26). It was estimated that in 1984 about half a million Argentines lived abroad”,
approximately 70,000 of them in the United States. Many of these expatriates have high
educational and professional qualifications and left Argentina in times of economic and
political crisis (Schkolnik 1987:42-53, and Lattes 1987:122 for a critique of Argentine

and foreign census data).

Furthermore, economic statistics reveal very clearly the ’inversion of roles’ between the
two countries. In the decade from 1960 to 1970, Italy’s GNP per capita rose above that
of Argentina (Organizacién Techint 1979:5). Italy, after a first economic boom in the
1960s*, experienced a time of economic instability in the 1970s, but in the 1980s joined
the ten wealthiest nations of the world. This second Italian boom was mainly initiated by
small and medium-sized, and by highly specialized companies which could operate more
flexibly than the large oligopolic companies like FIAT or state companies in the oil or
chemical sector. Economic analysts have emphasized that Italy still remains an exception
among the highly industrialized nations. Its most profitable industries are in traditional
manufacturing (food, furniture, clothes, fashion, leather and shoes), which are mostly
small and medium sized-industries. The sector of large companies is dominated by a few
oligarchical private (most prominently FIAT) and state companies (Alberti 1989:145-148,
Viesti 1989:257-259, Mariotti 1989: 359-365).

%Yet there are some regional variations. Between 1966 and 1970, more people
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