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Introduction


Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone.

“But which is the stone that supports the bridge?” Kublai Khan asks.

“The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,” Marco answers, “but by the line of the arch that they form.”

Kublai Khan remains silent, reflecting. Then he adds: “Why do you speak to me of the stones? It is only the arch that matters to me.”

Polo answers: “Without stones there is no arch.”

—ITALO CALVINO, INVISIBLE CITIES

WHEN IN DECEMBER 2015 Mauricio Macri, who first had become known to the general public as a president of the football club Boca Juniors, was sworn in as president of Argentina, the link between football and politics became most obvious. However, ties have existed since the first days of the sport in the country. Argentine football clubs were and are organized as civic associations, and they and many other types of civic associations became linked to the political world in the first decades of the twentieth century. The thousands of civic associations were much more than just political vehicles. They provided things that the inhabitants of Buenos Aires needed or wanted. They became centers of neighborhoods (barrios), places for social interchange and pride. They helped create the sense of barrio that became ingrained in the life of Buenos Aires. The barrio also was romanticized in tangos, the popular urban music of the first half of the twentieth century in Buenos Aires.

This book examines the impact of civic associations on the culture and the society of Buenos Aires and their ties to politics in the first decades of the twentieth century. The period saw the emergence of the modern political system with true appeals to the voters, tremendous urban growth, and the solidification of a barrio identity. The role of the civic associations in the making of modern Buenos Aires was critical. I make my arguments by examining four types of organizations: football clubs, bibliotecas populares (popular libraries), sociedades de fomento (development societies that pushed for barrio improvements), and universidades populares (popular universities that provided practical training beyond the primary school level). The decision to examine football clubs, which in Argentina are governed by, at least on paper, democratic rules, was the easiest to make, as I was first drawn to this subject by looking at them. They also had the most conspicuous ties to neighborhoods and politics. The other three types of association were chosen because they represent the inhabitants’ abilities to step into the gaps left by the society. They provided education, libraries, or improvements in urban conditions; in other words, they were not the more common social or recreational civic associations.

All four types of organization became important social centers and were connected to the political world. The book focuses on the period from the passage of a voting reform law in 1912, which made male citizens’ voting obligatory and fraud more difficult, to the military coup of 1943. The voting reform marked an important shift in the nature of politics, because for the first time politicians needed to obtain widespread support among voters. The military take-over led to the coming to power of Juan Perón and major changes in politics, an enlarged state, and an altered role for civic associations.

This book examines how civic associations helped create the social world of the city, especially the part they played in the development of the sense of barrio. It also shows how civic associations became vital links in the system of politics that emerged. Civic associations became places for politicians to build connections to different communities. However, despite being created by inhabitants to fulfill some of their needs and despite generally being run according to rules that prescribed democratic procedures, civic associations did not function as schools for democracy.

This volume is both an examination of the nature of urban politics and a study of the ever-changing urban and social world in which politics was embedded in the early twentieth century. It examines how politicians built bases of support in neighborhoods through forging ties to the civic associations. The intervention of politicians and other important people frequently meant obtaining desired services or goods. A system of clientelism developed, which politicians used to create support. The quid pro quo was not always visible, but successful politicians did not continue to help organizations without getting something in return, whether organizational support or votes. The clientelism examined here is not politicians doing favors for individual voters but rather politicians tying voters to themselves by helping their civic association or their neighborhood. This is essentially what Rebecca Weitz-Shapiro has referred to as an “earlier definition of clientelism”; in other words, “the practice was embedded in social ties and accompanied the exchange of a broad range of services and support between patrons and clients.”1

Civic associations were not, at least in the written records, major centers of job patronage, although some political figures who played key roles in them did offer such patronage. Similarly, this book does not look at the distribution of food and other necessities common in the era, the so-called pan radical (Radical Party bread), although some civic associations did distribute goods.2

What I do examine is why politicians played key roles in so many civic associations. Leadership roles gave them local publicity and, in a few cases, particularly in the larger football clubs, citywide fame. In other civic associations, politicians provided assistance or neighborhood improvements and thus built ties to a neighborhood and its voters. As a political broker in greater Buenos Aires said in the twenty-first century, “You must help the poor but be careful not to make it look like clientelism. Nobody likes being used.”3

While political changes demarcate the beginning and ending dates for this study, the nature of politics does not suddenly and completely alter in a specific year. The social life of the inhabitants or the nature of urban infrastructure does not abruptly change. However, the period from 1912 to 1943 saw the intensification of several critical changes: the rapid expansion of the city into new areas; the solidification of neighborhood identification; and the increase in the amount of leisure time, which allowed for the creation of many more civic associations.

My work on the book began with the idea of transforming into a quick article some material about football clubs and politics that was left over from previous work. I soon realized that I had become fascinated with the complex cultural, social, and political ideas that I had uncovered. I had gone down the rabbit hole, and I have yet to fully emerge. I also realized that if I were going to understand what was going on, I needed to compare the football clubs to other civic associations, which did not receive as much publicity but played crucial parts in the lives of many inhabitants of Buenos Aires. I had to include organizations that represented something more complex than recreation or social clubs. I also concluded that examining one or two examples of any type of civic association would not be helpful, since a representative example does not exist. A more complete picture needed to be painted. The individual stones make up the arch.


The Role of Civic Associations

The discussion of civic associations has become commonplace in examinations of the establishment and maintenance of democratic norms in much of the world. However, a close look at civic associations in Buenos Aires in the first decades of the twentieth century shows that the tie between civic associations and democracy does not work there. Despite a complex web of such societies, run by democratic norms, the path to democracy in Argentina has been rocky and difficult. In this case the existence of civic associations cannot be tied to the practice of democracy.

Examining the role of civic associations in democracies dates to the nineteenth-century writings of Alexis de Tocqueville about the United States. In the United States, Robert Putnam’s work has renewed attention to civic associations. The emphasis on the ties between civic associations and democracy has led to a belief that interest and participation in government needs to be placed within a network of social and mutual relationships. Formal and informal associations teach the skills and attitudes necessary for the development of democracy. Associations can also mediate between the world of politics and the larger society.4 Although some commentators have placed more importance on the design of institutions or socioeconomic factors, the existence of civic organizations has been given a critical role in creating strong democracies.5

In Argentina, the study of such organizations and their perceived ties to democratic politics comes from the work of a group of young scholars who, as the last military dictatorship came to its end in the early 1980s, began a search for the recoverable roots of a democratic tradition. As Hilda Sabato, Luis Alberto Romero, Leandro Gutiérrez, their students, and others have amply demonstrated, the inhabitants of greater Buenos Aires (porteños) built a dense web of civic associations starting in the mid-nineteenth century. These scholars’ initial studies linked civic associations to the creation of democratic traditions and practices. These organizations were seen as transformative places.6

In many ways reflecting trends in other regions of the world, in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first, some of the initiators of the study of civic associations in Argentina have grown much less sanguine about their role.7 In Argentina this less optimistic vision also reflects the rocky history of Argentine democracy, despite the impressive creation of organizations run by its inhabitants. Argentina from 1930 to 1983 was beset by military coups and dictatorships, and the path of the restored democracy since then has not been smooth.

My analysis supports the less than optimistic vision of civic associations and the observations made about Europe in the volume edited by Nancy Bermeo and Philip Nord: the long-range impact of civic associations depends on the societies in which they develop.8 This observation, while not in itself surprising, allows us to move beyond seeing civic associations in simple terms. Argentine civic associations were shaped by the political system that emerged in the twentieth century while simultaneously helping to shape that system.

The challenges to achieving a stable democracy occurred despite porteños creating a vigorous system of civic associations that filled many of the holes left by the state. Porteños did not react politically that differently than the inhabitants of other regions of the country. The civic associations helped shape many aspects of life in the city, including its cultural and social world and its politics. Even the physical world of the city was partially transformed by them. Civic associations created a sense of belonging in a city that was growing rapidly. They became neighborhood centers of sociability and thus helped foster identifications beyond the self and especially with a barrio. Barrios in the first decades of the twentieth century developed distinct identities. People were from Mataderos or Almagro or another barrio. These identifications remained fluid since the expansion of the city was rapid. Key to developing a sense of belonging to a portion of the city were the civic associations, which became nexuses of sociability, creating formal and informal connections while simultaneously providing needed services.

In the Buenos Aires of the early twentieth century, many politicians sought connections that would permit them to develop relationships in a barrio in order to forge bases of support. They were creating political capital. This was not a new idea as clientelism and patronage had existed for a long time, but a political system that required much more mobilization of support changed the parameters. Civic associations were ideal places for politicians to look for support since they had become crucial neighborhood institutions, and their leaders and members frequently were locally influential. At the same time, civic associations often needed monetary and other assistance from the state, which connections to politicians and other important individuals could provide. These needs became intertwined, creating a symbiotic relationship but clearly not one between equals. Several politicians who make an appearance in these pages because of their ties to civic associations had long careers. Active in the period covered by the book, they emerged again in the late 1950s and early 1960s as successful politicians after the overthrow of Perón. Clearly their ties were effective.9

The founding of civic associations in greater Buenos Aires follows a pattern that was seen in many countries in the Atlantic world roughly simultaneously. As societies became more literate and the inhabitants had a greater amount of free time, they formed civic associations to provide places for socializing and for solving problems that they faced as a group. In other Latin American countries civic associations, like those in Argentina, emerged. However, unsurprisingly, their trajectories differed because of the varied political, economic, and social conditions. Whether porteños were more or less successful in creating civic associations than people in other societies is difficult to assess. However, the sheer number is impressive and demonstrates a remarkable ability to establish and maintain organizations.10

To examine the role of civic associations I have looked at four different types of organization. The goal is to portray how these associations functioned, interacted with their members and the political world, and became key to barrio identities. I have made no attempt to give detailed information on a set number of institutions in each category, but by examining a handful of different associations in each category a fuller impression can be gained. Obviously, like any historical work, I made choices about which institutions to include, based partially on the availability of sources. The paper trail of many civic associations is scant. I have also chosen to look at organizations that had different trajectories and orientations.

The type of information I was able to obtain in each category is different. For football clubs and popular libraries, the sources are more diverse, and so I have included information from greater Buenos Aires. Football leagues from the very beginning made no distinction between the city and the other centers of population in greater Buenos Aires. Also, the difference in the politics between the city of Buenos Aires and the surrounding province seems to have made less difference than in the other two types of civic association. There was little difference in the social composition of the city’s neighborhoods and the neighborhoods just outside of the city in the province. Politics, however, did have an impact on such important questions as urban infrastructure and the funding of much else. The popular libraries depended to a large extent on support from a national government agency.

The football clubs attracted a great deal of attention from contemporary newspapers and sporting magazines, as well as producing their own publications. In addition, the continuing fascination with football has generated an interest in club history from both social scientists and passionate amateurs. The Biblioteca Nacional in Buenos Aires is often full of football enthusiasts doing research, and academics have begun to examine football carefully. The vast quantity of information permits an analysis of the conflicts and activities that in-house publications avoided.

The other institutions I studied did not receive intense scrutiny from the press because of their small size nor did they receive the same level of interest from later generations. However, in the case of bibliotecas populares, the use of publications generated by the institutions is supplemented by government sources, which demonstrate some of the weaknesses of small membership organizations: lack of money, problems with leadership, and so on. My examination of the other two types of civic association depends heavily on the publications of the institutions or other material generated by them, which reveal a great deal but also conceal much.




Scope of the Book

The book begins with the large-scale creation of civic associations in the first decades of the twentieth century, starting with the opening up of the political system in 1912. Conveniently, this coincided with a massive surge in the creation of relatively enduring civic associations and with the emergence of new barrios on the outskirts of the city. Together they created a new world for civic associations and politics.

The military coup that removed the government in 1943 is a good place to halt this study. The government that emerged led to the election of Perón in 1946, and the nature of politics was altered. Not only did a new political force emerge that has dominated Argentine politics until the present, but more important from the perspective of this study is that a stronger and larger state arose that took on some of the roles that civic associations had played previously. However, many civic associations have maintained essential roles. Other changes also occurred that compounded the political transformation. Changes in transportation and the growth of industrial plants and other sources of employment far from where people lived weakened some of the barrio loyalties that had existed. Even the increasing attendance at secondary schools and the need to travel to get there created an awareness of the wider city. The growth in the number of union members created other allegiances and ties beyond the barrio. As Anahí Ballent has perceptively observed, in some ways the basic social order began to shift in the city.11 All of this makes 1943 a good ending date for this book.



Structure of the Book

The first chapter examines the socioeconomic and political context in which the civic associations existed. I focus particular attention on the changes in the city of Buenos Aires and explore the nature of the developing loyalty to the barrio, especially the role of civic associations in establishing that identity through becoming places of sociability.

In chapter 2, I look at the relationship between politicians and civic associations. I discuss how the relationship worked and why it was critical for both the organizations and the politicians. I provide several examples of politicians who built support in part through their connections to different civic associations, as well as an example of one civic association, the football club Almagro, which was both a functioning organization and a vehicle for building a political base.

The next four chapters discuss the four categories of civic association: football clubs, bibliotecas populares, sociedades de fomento, and universidades populares. Each chapter focuses on how the associations functioned, how they provided social opportunities for the barrio, and how they connected to the political world.

Chapter 3 examines football clubs. Most football clubs were created by groups of young men with the goal of playing the game, but some grew into large institutions that offered a wide range of leisure activities for their members. They thus became centers of barrio pride and socialization. Politics often played a key role in their development.

In chapter 4 I look at bibliotecas populares, which were libraries created by inhabitants and run as civic associations. The state provided few public libraries intended for the average reader, and a very real hunger for books existed. The inhabitants responded by creating hundreds of libraries. Despite a system of government aid to bibliotecas populares, many had few books and were open limited hours, but they slaked some of the thirst for books and became important centers of the social world of the barrios. Their need for funds encouraged them to become connected to the political world. I also discuss what types of books were read and who was reading them.

Chapter 5 examines sociedades de fomento, civic associations created to better the physical conditions of neighborhoods. Rapid growth left many barrios with serious infrastructural deficiencies. Some improvements the development societies could do on their own, but for others they lobbied the state. The need for support made them seek ties to politicians or others with good connections. More than the other civic associations that I studied, their roles were channeled by the state. They also became important social centers, sponsoring libraries, holding classes, and offering social events of all types. As Ariel Gravano has argued, the sociedades de fomento played a crucial role in creating the sense of barrio.12

In chapter 6 I deal with the universidades populares. A strong desire for more education existed, but the public school system did not offer sufficient opportunities for practical education, and porteños formed schools to do just that. Like the other institutions I studied, these were barrio-based civic associations that brought to a neighborhood social opportunities as well as education. They were always short of funds and turned to the political system for support. I also discuss the nature of what was taught and who the students were.

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations in this book are mine.








Chapter One
The Barrio’s Place in a Growing City



Barrio que nunca te he podido olvidar

Aunque mi ausencia mucho tiempo duró

Barrio, rincón de mi alegría,

Vengo a buscar la gloria

De mis lejanos días.

Quiero que sepas que no puedo vivir

Lejos de tus calles cubiertos de sol

Porque el esplendor

Que siempre hay en ti,

Hace revivir mi amor.

Barrio that I could never forget

Although my absence lasted for a long time.

Barrio, dwelling place of my happiness,

I come to look for the glory

Of my bygone days.

I want you to know that I cannot live

Far from your streets covered with sun

Because the splendor

That always is in you

has rekindled my love.

—EUGENIO CÁRDENAS, “BARRIO VIEJO”

THE EVOCATION OF THE barrio, as in this tango from 1928, was a key component of the popular culture of Buenos Aires in the first decades of the twentieth century. Undoubtedly this was partly a result of commercialism, but the constant repetition demonstrates that it had resonance. A sense of belonging to a neighborhood developed as Buenos Aires grew rapidly and as the inhabitants of the city created civic associations to fill the lacunae of their needs produced by urban expansion and rising expectations. To a large extent, civic associations produced that sense of belonging. The world of barrios and civic associations cannot be separated from politics. This was true both in the city itself and in the surrounding suburbs.

The city’s geography and its street network helped determine the nature of barrios. Buenos Aires is largely built on a flat plain and is laid out almost entirely in a grid pattern; with few exceptions, there are no natural physical features that differentiate one barrio from another. The French politician Georges Clemenceau, who visited the city in the early twentieth century, said: “One of the peculiarities of Buenos Ayres is that you can see no end to it. Since on the side of the Pampas there is no obstacle to building operations, small colonial houses … make a fringe on the city that extends ever farther and farther into the plains.”1 In this period barrios lacked legal status, and no official lines divided them. Even their inhabitants had a difficult time drawing exact boundaries between barrios.2 Barrios were imagined communities that developed around commercial centers or places of employment, and their sense of identity grew out of civic associations. The imagined nature of the barrios did not make their existence or their identities any less real to their inhabitants.

The growth of civic associations in greater Buenos Aires in the first decades of the twentieth century occurred during a swift transformation of the urban world. The city expanded quickly in population but, perhaps much more important, in area. Inhabitants settled in previously lightly populated sectors when landowners subdivided parcels, developing centers of settlement along transportation routes and near nodes of employment. The expansion was propelled in part by high rates of immigration until 1930, with a pause during World War I, and in the late 1930s by large-scale internal migration. People’s need to adjust to a new environment meant that civic associations played critical roles in attaching inhabitants to their barrio.

The political world altered also. With the passage in 1912 of the Sáenz Peña voting reform law, which made male citizens’ voting both secret and obligatory, and fraud more difficult, politicians needed to actively pursue voter support for the first time. The search for voters intensified after the creation in 1917 of a popularly elected city council in Buenos Aires.3 The competition for voters created a symbiotic relationship between civic associations and politicians of almost all political orientations. The former needed financial and other types of assistance from the state, and politicians wanted bases of support, which some found in the neighborhood-based civic associations.

In the first decades of the twentieth century Argentina was a wealthy country with a standard of living comparable to, if not better than, many European countries. Immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe poured in until 1930. In 1914 the per capita income of Argentines was tenth in the world. Obviously, such a number says nothing about regional disparities, as Buenos Aires was much wealthier than much of the country, nor does it indicate the scale of the class differentiations. The economy rested on the relatively free movement of goods, services, and labor, and Argentina was a major exporter of agricultural goods. Buenos Aires was the hub of the nation. It was the principal port and the center of the railroad network. It was the national capital and the site of its most prestigious university. Research has shown that before the Great Depression Buenos Aires had a sizeable manufacturing sector. The Depression initially hit Argentina hard, as nations ruptured long-standing practices and retreated behind trade barriers and used other protective devices. The inability to continue to import because of a decline in the value of exports forced a turn to import-substitution industrialization, and by the mid-1930s the urban economy had recovered, and employment levels had increased, though rural areas continued to suffer. Both World War I and World War II produced inflation and serious problems for certain sectors.4


The Importance of Civic Associations and Their Creation

The rapid expansion of the city, plus a state that lacked the capacity or perhaps at times the desire to provide services, pushed the inhabitants to create civic associations to fulfill what they perceived as their needs. Whether it was the young men who established football clubs so that they could play the game or the porteños who organized bibliotecas populares to have libraries to partially satiate the desire to read, people created institutions to fulfill their longings. Striking examples of inhabitants taking on what the state failed to provide were the sociedades de fomento, which labored to improve neighborhood conditions, and the universidades populares, which provided adult education, especially vocational training. Buenos Aires saw the establishment of literally thousands of civic associations.

Porteños founded a vast array of mutual aid societies, popular libraries, development associations, unions, ethnic societies, and football and social clubs. Almost all followed democratic procedures, at least on paper. They had dues-paying members and written regulations, and they were governed by general assemblies and elected boards. Like any such organizations, they were at times plagued by monetary problems, disinterest of the general membership, and the desire of some individuals to use the organization for their own ends. These and a myriad of other problems should in no way be surprising. In all parts of the world, membership organizations suffer similarly. The political situation in Argentina, especially in the 1930s when even the political parties that pushed for a more democratic society had internal problems, undoubtedly contributed.5

Politicians sought to create neighborhood bases of support, and civic associations became ideal locations to extend their influence. Since the institutions needed financial and political assistance, their needs coincided. They depended on each other. The associations demonstrated the ability of porteños to create organizations to deal with their problems. However, although they helped shape the political and social world of the city, they also reflected the milieu in which they arose. It is clear that in the years from 1912 to 1943 the powerful came to colonize many of them. By “colonize,” I mean the politicians came to influence the civic associations because of what they offered in real terms. A similar process occurred in other cities in Argentina.6

Given the nature of Buenos Aires society in this era, it is unsurprising that most of the civic associations
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