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 Signs of Crisis 
in a Gilded Age 

       5 

 The challenges we encounter in attempting to render the histories of  a region as diverse 
as Latin America become immediately apparent with one simple question: When did the 
golden age of  the export oligarchy end? Was it 1907 (with the onset of  a global recession), 
1910 (with the beginning of  the Mexican Revolution), 1914 (with the beginning of  the First 
World War), 1919 (with the economic crisis at the end of  the war), 1929 (with the onset 
of  the Great Depression), or perhaps some other date? The question becomes still more 
vexing when we attempt to characterize the export boom as a whole. If  we focus on eco-
nomic growth and modernity, it is possible to lose sight of  the fact that many people never 
enjoyed the benefi ts of  economic growth, that for millions of  Latin Americans this period 
was characterized by a loss of  rights, lands, and autonomy. Moreover, the threats posed by 
imperialism, instability, and violence were never far from people’s minds throughout this 
golden age. In short, Latin Americans lived in a fragmentary world; one person’s boom was 
always another’s crisis. 

 It would be misleading to represent this as a period of  perpetually looming crisis. At 
any given time it is always possible to fi nd contradictory signs pointing to multiple futures. 
James Creelman may have been wrong to think that Porfi rio Díaz would be remembered 
as the “hero of  the Americas,” but his legacy has not simply been that of  a villain. Mexican 
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high school textbooks these days portray him as an ambiguous fi gure, a dictator who intro-
duced lasting and largely positive changes to the national economy even as he stifl ed the 
development of  civil society. Instead of  reading his critics not as valiant sages, we tend to 
view them as dissidents whose views tell us a great deal about the values and assumptions 
that informed their worlds. This offers a larger model for how we ought to read the voices 
raised in protest as the golden age drew towards its end. Progress came at a great cost—with 
increasing inequality, greater dependence on the global economy (and the United States in 
particular), and economic and political instability. It entailed the forced elimination of  cer-
tain ways of  life, sometimes with great violence. And on some level, the process was never 
entirely complete. Latin Americans today continue to live in multiple worlds, at the same 
time ultramodern and deeply traditional. Néstor García Canclini calls the cultures of  this 
region hybrid, a concept he uses to suggest the simultaneity of  two different worldviews, 
often in the same person. 1  

 It may be telling that even as some writers celebrated Latin America’s great leaps forward, 
others lamented imperialist and other threats. José Martí’s 1891 essay  Our America  (included 
in Chapter 1) immediately alerts its readers to a series of  crises, of  the need for Latin Ameri-
cans to fi nd their common voice in order to strengthen the region in the face of  North 
American expansion. From his exile in New York, Martí wrote of  a crisis in nationhood that 
in some ways links him more closely to José Hernández (whose  gaucho  Martín Fierro was 
a national hero quite opposed to the modern world Domingo Faustino Sarmiento wanted 
to create) than to many of  the liberal social critics of  his day. Like these critics, Martí was 
raised to believe in the possibilities of  progress. Unlike them, he sees the price of  progress 
as a new era of  outside domination (which, in the case of  Cuba, was coming even before 
the previous imperial era ended), and an obliteration of  what was virtuous and original in 
his America. Months after publishing the essay he would found the  Partido Revolucionario 
de Cuba  (the Cuban Revolutionary Party), which aimed to bring Cuban exiles in the United 
States together to advance the struggle for independence and against U.S. annexation (the 
alternative favored by many in Washington at that time). He would return to Cuba to lead 
the struggle in 1895, only to be killed in battle with the Spanish a short time later. 

  Our America  circulated widely across the region precisely because it gave voice to the 
fear that the boom and its version of  modernity were coming at too high a price. Others 
followed. José Enrique Rodó’s “Ariel” (1900), and Rubén Dario’s “To Roosevelt” (written in 
1904, included as Document 5.1) were complex meditations on the threat that the United 
States represented to Latin American sovereignty. In subsequent years an entire generation 
of  intellectuals would take up where they left off, celebrating a Latin American folk rooted 
in the indigenous and African cultures of  the region. For some, like José Vasconcelos, the 
folk became an aesthetic ideal, Latin American beauty as an antidote to North American 
cold rationality. Others, like José Mariátegui, saw in the indigenous peasantries of  the 
region a revolutionary force that, if  unleashed, could pave the way for a socialist utopia.  

 Crises in the Countryside 

 José Martí did not need to tell the rural poor that the export boom had come with a great 
cost. In Mexico, almost every mile of  railway construction was accompanied by some 
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minor confl ict. Rural groups were neither as compliant nor as easily controlled as Porfi rio 
Díaz had hoped. Araucanians in Argentina and Mapuches in Chile could only be displaced 
through military campaigns. Brazil had its own rebellions, the most famous being the mil-
lennial movement led by Antõnio Conselhiero at Canudos in the 1890s. 2  

 As certain forms of  violence faded at the national level during the boom, violence 
intensifi ed in the countryside. Local and national elites used the police and the military 
to ensure order. Political thugs “recruited” labor, “bought” land from unwilling peasants, 
and ensured that they had a monopoly on legitimate violence. Political parties played a 
fi xed game, controlled by a small oligarchy who perpetually deferred the promise that once 
order and progress were assured, democracy would follow. 

 Those rural peoples excluded from the game had few options. They could migrate 
to more marginal regions, other countries, or the cities. They could remain behind and 
become workers on estates growing commodities for export. Or they could fi ght. His-
torically, this last option was risky, though not necessarily fatal. The threat of  rebellion had 
always been a part of  the peasant’s political repertoire, used quite effectively in negotia-
tions with more powerful groups. However, by the late nineteenth century this option was 
increasingly closed off. In part this was due to the fact that modern technologies (railroads, 
telegraphs, machine guns) made it easier to repress rural protest, yet during this period the 
nature of  the protest itself  began to change. Acts of  violence that had once played a role 
in shaping the nature of  elite domination (violence that might limit the demands made on 
a community or restore lost lands) increasingly seemed to be aimed against the project of  
modernization itself. Railroads, barbed wire, and telegraphs were destined to transform 
social relations in the countryside, facilitating the concentration of  power, linking previ-
ously remote regions to national and global markets, and facilitating what is sometimes 
described as “capitalist penetration” into regions previously governed by different logics. 3  
The losers in these transformations could not easily negotiate the terms of  their subordi-
nation into systems that discarded older social and cultural patterns and elevated market 
relations, leaving some to reject these transformations in their entirety. 

 Their responses did not always seem like negotiations over a new “pact of  domination” 4  
that would govern future social relations. The new order created by economic moderniza-
tion seemed to obliterate the old logics of  peasant-state relations. Peasants increasingly 
longed for a lost world, and in some cases opted to escape from a project that seemed to 
be destroying their ways of  life. For their part, central government authorities also made 
sense of  rural protest differently than they had in the past. Rendering rebellion as the sobs 
of  primitive, inferior people, they concluded that rural protest was best dealt with through 
a type of  repressive violence that would clear the way for more civilized people. Unrest in 
the countryside thus became an excuse for the nineteenth-century equivalent of  “shock 
and awe,” used to clear the land for more productive purposes. 

 The growing intensity of  the violence mobilized against peasants did not mute their 
grievances. It simply made the stakes of  the struggle much higher. At times, they steeled 
themselves for wars to the end of  the world (e.g., Canudos 1897, Tomochic, Mexico, 1892). 
At others, they compensated for the losses they suffered through surreptitious means, steal-
ing cattle and food, sabotaging the property of  their overlords. At still others, they waited 
quietly for an opportunity to strike back against their oppressors. Elite confl icts, larger 
social or economic crises, wars and disasters of  all kinds could fracture the ruling classes. If  
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the collapse was suffi cient, the rural poor might have an opportunity to step in and reshape 
the order of  things, to negotiate a new ruling pact at a time when their superiors were at 
their most weak and divided. In Mexico, 1910 provided such an opportunity. 

 Porfi rio Díaz made one substantial blunder in his interview with James Creelman (see 
Document 4.1). He implied that he was not going to run for re-election in 1910, declaring 
that the country was ready for democracy. His promise unleashed a wave of  political activ-
ity. Millions of  middle-class Mexicans tried to take advantage of  the fi rst political opening in 
the country in more than three decades. For the most part, they supported the opposition 
candidate Francisco Madero, a prosperous northern  hacendado  who promised to modern-
ize the political system. Madero famously misread the political situation in 1910, aligning 
himself  to a middle-class desire for greater political power while largely ignoring the larger 
social crises that were brewing, though the simple promise of  change was enough to ener-
gize tens of  thousands of  supporters leading up to the election. Most predictions had him 
winning the election handily against the man Díaz seemed likely to choose as his successor, 
Bernardo Reyes. 

 When Díaz changed his mind about retiring, and won an obviously fi xed election (nota-
ble for the fact that Madero was jailed before election and then exiled), middle-class opti-
mism turned to rage. Madero called for Mexicans to overthrow the regime by the force 
of  arms in a rebellion that began in November 1910 (see his  Plan de San Luis Potosí  on the 
book’s website at  www.routledge.com/textbooks/dawson ). The rebellion began slowly at 
fi rst, but within months the country had become ungovernable. Madero forced Díaz to 
fl ee the country in May 1911 and then proposed new elections, which he won the follow-
ing November. The political transition complete, and the democratic process guaranteed, 
Madero and his many middle-class, liberal followers believed these elections marked the 
successful conclusion of  the 1910 Mexican Revolution. 

 They were wrong. The collapse of  the regime unleashed waves of  violence that would 
not be easily contained. Madero fell quickly, as did his successors, and by 1913 the country 
was mired in a series of  civil wars with no end in sight. Pictures of  peasant armies, of  poor 
indigenous soldiers and their female companions (some camp followers, some soldiers 
themselves) circulated broadly in Mexico and elsewhere, serving as stark reminders that 
those groups elites had hoped would disappear under the mantle of  progress were very 
much present, and entirely capable of  disrupting “civilized” politics. At no point was that 
more obvious than in December 1914, when the peasant armies of  Francisco (Pancho) Villa 
and Emiliano Zapata converged on Mexico City, turning Mexico’s most modern city into 
the site of  a stunning social inversion. Among the most famous records produced during 
the occupation of  the city was a photo of  two Zapatista soldiers, faces creased by age and 
hands calloused by years of  agricultural labor, sitting at the lunch counter in Sanborns, one 
of  the most exclusive restaurants in Mexico City, drinking chocolate and eating rolls ( Figure 
5.1 ). The photo taken of  this moment is today one of  the most easily recognized images 
of  the Revolution. 

 Costing over a million lives and lasting a decade, Mexico’s Revolution was in fact several 
revolutions. Some revolutionaries demanded land and liberty, others had specifi c grievances 
against local landlords and government offi cials. Some were committed to democracy, the 
rule of  law, or social reforms that would ameliorate inequality. Others were simply carried 
by the wind. Nonetheless, like all momentous experiences, the Revolution was ultimately 
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distilled into a series of  iconic moments or representations that could stand for the expe-
rience as a whole. 5  More than any other image, those created during the occupation of  
Mexico City are used to represent this ten-year civil war. The photos are iconic in part it 
in because they capture the meeting of  two of  the most important revolutionary leaders 
(see  Figure 5.2 ). More broadly, this moment stands for the whole because of  the ways that 
the invasion of  the hyper-modern national capital by rural, unwashed, and impoverished 
masses captures both the threat and promise of  the Revolution. 

 To contemporary eyes, the moments captured in  Figures 5.1  and  5.2  evoke the carni-
valesque. Mexico City was a profoundly segregated space, where class, culture, and eth-
nicity produced impermeable boundaries, boundaries that everyone understood and no 
one transgressed. Indigenous peasants knew better than to even look a white, middle-class 
Mexican in the eye or to speak to them without due reverence. To occupy the physical 
spaces monopolized by members of  polite society was beyond the pale. And here they 
were, a northern cattle rustler (Villa) and a Nahautl-speaking peasant (Zapata), sitting on 
the thrones of  Maximilian and Carlotta, while their armies ruled the streets and ate in fancy 
restaurants. 

 One reading then, was that the country had conquered the city. Another reading is that 
the peasants were merely temporary guests, that the way they occupied the city actually 
served as a reminder that they did not belong there. If  one looks closely, is there not just a 
hint of  discomfort in Zapata’s eyes as he sits on the throne? Don’t the Zapatistas drinking 

  Figure 5.1  Two Zapatistas eating at Sanborns 

 Source: © (inventory number 33532 / Zapatistas en Sanborns). CONACULTA. INAH-SINAFO-
FN-Mexico 

6241-481-1pass-005-r02.indd   1456241-481-1pass-005-r02.indd   145 5/16/2014   5:33:02 PM5/16/2014   5:33:02 PM

aldawson


aldawson
change comma to semi-colon

aldawson
change to "Mexicans"

aldawson
insert comma



146 Signs of Crisis in a Gilded Age 

chocolate seem nervous, like they don’t quite belong? In the end, they were not driven 
out of  the city, they left of  their own accord. They were not city folk. Their revolution 
was about regaining lands and liberties taken from them by Porfi rio Díaz. To be sure, by 
occupying the city in December 1914 they established that they were a force to be reckoned 
with, and that they could claim both their lands and the spaces of  the rich and powerful 
through their military capabilities. Beyond proving this, an extended stay in Mexico City 
did nothing to further their goals. In fact, extended absences from their home communities 
imperiled hard won local victories. 

 Indigenous communities across Mexico participated in revolutionary movements on 
these ambiguous terms, their decisions invariably informed by a desire to preserve local 
forms of  autonomy. Porfi rio Díaz did indeed represent a threat to village autonomy, but 
so too did any national government committed to the project of  economic moderniza-
tion and the creation of  a stronger state. Some indigenous peasantries in western Mexico 
would support the Cristero Revolt, a Catholic counter-revolution during the 1920s that also 
grew in response to efforts by the revolutionary state to meddle in local affairs (though in 
this case it was more focused on religious customs than land-holding). Indigenous peas-
antries were likewise ever wary that some of  their greatest threats came not from distant 
authorities, but from local strongmen and their neighbors, who might take advantage of  
the absences caused by men fi ghting in the Revolution to appropriate local lands. The safest 

  Figure 5.2  Villa and Zapata in Mexico City 

 Source: Underwood Photo Archives/SuperStock 
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way to avoid these losses was to remain close to home, where you could protect those 
things that really mattered. 

 Villistas had an even more complicated agenda. Inasmuch as the Zapatistas had a dec-
laration that identifi ed their goals (the  Plan de Ayala , Document 5.2), Villistas formed a 
cross-class alliance held together mostly by their northern frontier traditions. Alan Knight 
describes them as  serrano  revolutionaries, products of  independent traditions who chafed 
at the ways that economic development and political centralization had undermined their 
autonomy. The  serrano  revolutionary harkened back to a romantic past, a time when their 
physical movement was not impeded by barbed wire and railroads, when land was plentiful 
and cheap, when people had the ability to work for themselves rather than as employees in 
some larger enterprise, and when the corrupt government offi cials who now imposed their 
will so capriciously lacked the ability to enforce rules drafted in Mexico City. 

 The Villistas, not unlike the Zapatistas, spoke of  a society that had disappeared dur-
ing the export boom. Both wanted freedoms and rights, along with material possessions 
that they no longer had. Their visual appearance, the Indian peasant and the gun-toting 
frontiersman, spoke of  a past that urbane Mexicans wanted to leave behind, which is why 
middle-class, urban Mexicans responded to their invasion of  Mexico City with horror; a 
response that would in many ways seal the fate of  these revolutionaries. Zapatistas became 
backwards Indians. Villistas became bandits. And the Constitutionalists, a diverse collec-
tion of  liberals, intellectuals, modernizers, and even former supporters of  the old regime, 
became the men who would save the nation from chaos. 

 Perhaps the aftermath is just as important. Zapata and his followers retreated to More-
los. Villa returned to the North. Neither seemed capable of  creating a ruling coalition 
in partnership with the other. Instead it was their enemies, the Constitutionalists, who 
emerged from this convergence re-energized. Using the new military technologies that 
were then being tested on the battlefi elds of  Europe, Constitutionalist armies routed Villa 
at Celaya in April 1915, and then set out to establish a new state. In 1917 they passed a 
constitution, which while promising to return land to the victims of  Porfi rio Díaz’s dic-
tatorship, to educate the masses, and protect workers, was for the most part not all that 
different from the Constitution that an earlier generation of  liberals had written in 1857. 
The new regime would prioritize political stability over social reform, and would defer 
most reforms, preferring to exercise its power by silencing their enemies. Zapata was assas-
sinated as he attempted to negotiate a truce with the government in April 1919. Villa, ever 
a threat even after he retired from the fi eld, was murdered in July 1923.   

 To the Barricades 

 By their nature, peasants face limits to their ability to affect national politics. Their politics 
begin and end with local grievances, and this tends to restrict their interest in sustained 
participation in national movements. States have historically responded to their grievances 
by mixing local concessions with local repression, cleaving off  one peasant group from 
another by dealing directly with each. Rural rebellions may be diffi cult to defeat, but as 
long as rebels remain isolated in small groups, they rarely have the ability to threaten the 
survival of  the state. 
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 Urban populations present an entirely different kind of  challenge to the state. City dwell-
ers can disrupt national-level politics in ways that rural people cannot, because their proximity 
to power and their capacity to act in a concerted manner makes it easier for them to directly 
attack the institutions that constitute the state. Because their subsistence depends on national 
and international networks, city dwellers of  all classes also have interests that extend beyond 
their neighborhoods. Urban rebellion in modern cities can thus produce a multiplier effect 
that rural revolt often cannot, creating a particularly thorny set of  problems for the state. 
Simply put, modern states are rooted in urban settings, and should those settings become 
ungovernable, those states are likely to fail. These problems grew even more serious towards 
the end of  the nineteenth century, when urban proletariats emerged across Latin America. 

 Industrial growth in Latin America was accompanied by the development of  an indus-
trial working class. Most lived in expanding cities like Monterrey, Mexico City, Havana, 
Medellín, São Paulo, Buenos Aires, and Santiago, where the processing of  goods for export 
and domestic manufacturing were concentrated. 6  Some were the descendants of  longtime 
city dwellers. Others were recent migrants from the countryside, some of  them former 
slaves. Still others came from the waves of  European and Asian migration that arrived in 
Latin America in the late nineteenth century. Walking into their factories, workers entered 
a fl uid setting; a place where grievances over wages and working conditions were some-
times resolved peacefully, and sometimes turned into violent confrontations with lasting 
repercussions. They were also sites where workers’ and employers’ attitudes towards one 
another were shaped by more opaque concepts like respect and propriety, the proper (and 
sometimes beloved) boss, and the honorable worker. 

 Believing themselves to be good Catholic patrons, factory bosses loathed anything that 
disrupted the orderly functioning of  their factories. They could stomach certain types of  
grievances, as they understood that by resolving complaints about workplace order and 
safety they could build a stronger bond of  loyalty with their workers. On the other hand, 
strikes, protests, and other forms of  “immoral” behavior undermined their sense of  order, 
and threatened their power. The bosses did all they could to discourage unionization efforts 
and anything else that came between the benevolent patron and the employee. 

 Workers had quite a different view of  unions. Unionization created opportunities to 
break free of  a patronage system that denied them rights outside of  the dependent relation-
ship they had with their bosses, but it also created new risks for workers in societies where 
the state tended to support the bosses. Workers put their own lives at risk by walking off  
the job collectively. The larger the strike was, the greater the risk it posed. And should that 
strike become political, and escalate into a general strike, the bosses and the state were 
likely to consider it a declaration of  war. 

 This is precisely what happened in Buenos Aires, in January 1919. Once a relatively 
sleepy capital, dependent mainly on the collection of  taxes on wheat and hide exports and 
European imports, the export boom transformed Buenos Aires into one of  the largest cit-
ies in the Americas. The city attracted 800,000 immigrants, growing to over 1.6 million. 
International migrants formed a considerable part of  the working classes in a number of  
Latin American cities, including Havana, São Paulo, Rio, and Caracas, but Buenos Aires 
was singular in the size of  its foreign born population, which came to make up half  of  the 
city by 1910. By 1914 the foreign born represented two-thirds of  skilled and white-collar 
workers in the capital, and 80 percent of  unskilled labor in the city. 7  
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 The foreign born could not vote and lacked political rights. Politics in Argentina was a 
tightly controlled affair, and even at the end of  the nineteenth century the political system 
remained entirely in the control of  the oligarchy. It was not until 1891 that the opposition 
 Unión Civica Radical  (The Radical Party, UCR) was founded, and it was not until the 1912 
Sáenz-Peña electoral law that all native born and naturalized males were granted the vote. 
This gave middle-class Argentines a political voice in the form of  the Radical Party (the 
Radical Hipólito Yrigoyen was elected president in 1916), but left millions of  immigrants, 
most of  whom had never become citizens, with no voice at all. Drawn mostly from the 
middle class, Radical Party members sympathized with the economic interests of  the oli-
garchs, as their own prosperity was derived from the same export economy that made the 
rich, rich, and left the poor, poor. 

 Middle-class Radicals, like members of  the oligarchy, did not trust immigrants. For all 
their racial virtue, they spoke foreign tongues, ate alien foods, did not celebrate the national 
traditions or owe any loyalty to Argentina. Some also brought with them objectionable 
ideas about workers rights, anarchism, and democracy. Moreover, because of  immigration 
Buenos Aires was a city beset by a series of  social crises. Sex ratios were skewed, single-
motherhood was widespread (20 percent of  children were born to single mothers), and the 
sex trades were more prominent here than in all but a few other cities in the Americas. The 
oligarchs shared with most middle-class Radicals a deep anxiety about slums, anarchism, 
strikes, loose morals, family decay, and crime in the immigrant neighborhoods. They also 
feared that “true” Argentines were in danger of  being swamped by the foreign (often rep-
resented as Jewish 8 ) element. When workers protested or struck, their actions were con-
strued as the work of  foreign agitators, not the product of  legitimate grievances. 

 It is unsurprising that these confl icts came to a head in 1919. World War One, known in 
various parts of  Latin America as the  Dance of  the Millions , brought high commodity prices 
and immense wealth for the oligarchy. For workers it brought rising prices and stagnating 
wages. During the war the cost of  living in Buenos Aires climbed 60 percent, while wages 
fell by 16 percent. Workers responded by striking in increasing numbers. Elsewhere in Latin 
America (Cuba, the Amazon, Chile), the end of  the war also saw widespread labor unrest 
and economic crisis, but few places were as volatile as Buenos Aires at the time. Living in 
crowded tenements with a growing array of  grievances, and cognizant of  the recent suc-
cesses of  the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, Argentine workers were ready for a confronta-
tion. Many simply wanted to win better wages and working conditions. Others, including 
supporters of  anarchist and socialist unions, or the Socialist Party, saw this as a revolu-
tionary moment, a chance to participate in a movement that they believed was coalescing 
around the western world. Their weapon: the general strike. 

 Workers struck the Vasena Metallurgical workshop on January 7, 1919. They demanded a 
reduction in the workday from eleven to eight hours, better working conditions, Sundays off, 
better wages, and the reinstatement of  fi red union delegates. The company responded by hir-
ing strike-breakers and non-union workers, and in the ensuing confl ict the police were brought 
in and fi red on workers. Four workers were killed, and more than thirty wounded. The story 
of  the strike—which to this point was fairly typical of  strikes during this era and might have 
ended unremarkably as just another violent confrontation between workers and bosses—
took an unusual turn when police again opened fi re on the workers who gathered to care for 
the dead and take them to the Chacarita Cemetery. The following day  La Prensa  reported eight 
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had been killed. Strikers claimed the death toll was more than fi fty. In the ensuing hours, as 
stories circulated about the confl ict, a growing number of   porteño  workers agitated for some 
sort of  signifi cant response from working people. Leaders of  the 20,000 member  Federación 
Obrera Regional Argentina  (Argentine Regional Worker’s Federation—FORA), the coalition 
that organized the strike, which had organized the strike, seized the moment. They launched 
a general strike on January 9. The strike rapidly spread to the provinces. 

 It would be a gross understatement to say that the FORA overestimated their strength. 
General strikes are dangerous things, perhaps successful when a regime is so discredited 
and weak that a widespread civic disturbance can topple the government. Should they fail 
to gain traction, they leave unarmed workers facing a militarized regime; a regime that can 
win the battle for popular support by casting the strikers as seditious terrorists. However 
real their grievances, and however thrilling the fi rst turn at the barricades was, strikers had 
to confront both Yrigoyen’s Radical government and those Argentines who for years had 
been nursing an increasingly hysterical fear of  immigrant workers. This sector of  society, 
comprised of  many in the middle class, the elites, and even some working-class nationalists, 
would support extreme measures to rein the strikers in. 

 Almost immediately after the 9th of  January, a militia made up of  middle-class and 
wealthy young men joined with the military and police in responding to the strike. They 
targeted striking workers, immigrants, and members of  the political left with breathtak-
ing violence. This  semana trágica  (tragic week) of  the general strike left 1,000 dead, 4,000 
injured, and around 50,000 imprisoned. Foreshadowing the extreme (and extremely xeno-
phobic) measures that conservatives would use against their foes at various points during 
the twentieth century, reactionaries also used the pretext of  the general strike to target 
Jewish neighborhoods in an effort to dismantle a supposed “Argentine Soviet” that did not 
in fact exist. Yrigoyen repudiated the violence, but did little to punish those who were 
responsible, driving workers away from the Radical Party for decades to come and indi-
rectly enhancing the power of  the oligarchy (which could count on antipathies between the 
middle and working classes to limit the political strength of  both). For their part, workers 
were reminded that they had no rightful place in the system. 

 The most signifi cant political movement to emerge out of  the  semana trágica  was the 
 Liga Patriótica Argentina  (Argentine Patriotic League). The league was an extreme right-wing 
organization that was formed from the militias that terrorized workers and immigrants dur-
ing the general strike. Given aid and training by the Argentine Army, the Catholic Church, 
and the wealthy, it was xenophobic, anti-communist, and anti-Semitic. By the early 1920s, it 
had about 300,000 members in over 600 brigades, who participated in any number of  violent 
campaigns in defense of  “Fatherland and Order.” Catholic workers who committed them-
selves to capitalism and self-improvement were welcomed in the League, as long as they 
eschewed any interest in principles like equality. League members believed egalitarian values 
were utopian and dangerous, that society was naturally hierarchical and should remain so.   

 The Documents: Questioning a Golden Age 

 In some senses, Document 4.1 and those included below have a great deal in common. All 
were penned during the export boom. All try and make sense of  that boom in ways that draw 
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moral conclusions about the kinds of  economic and political transformations the region 
had seen in the recent past. Each however, offers a different account of  what has happened, 
and what is happening. In Creelman (Document 4.1 ), we saw optimism about the future. 
In the four that follow we see angst, anger, and a demand for change. The documents 
take a variety of  approaches to making their points. One is a poem, another a manifesto, 
the third a philosophical treatise, and the fi nal one written as history. As twenty-fi rst-
century readers of  these texts, we have the opportunity to read them closely for what is 
fact and what is fi ction. We also have the opportunity to read them as powerful expressions 
of  the moment in which they were created, expressions that would in turn help shape the 
worlds Latin Americans made during the twentieth century. 

 Document 5.1 is the poem “To Roosevelt,” written by the Nicaraguan poet, diplomat, and 
intellectual Rubén Darío. As the founding fi gure of  Latin American modernism, Darío was 
one of  the most cosmopolitan men of  letters of  his day, travelling across the region and liv-
ing frequently in Europe during his short life. He was not invariably given to harsh critiques 
of  the ultra-modern United States, but was driven to pen this poem in 1904, after the United 
States intervened in Panama to secure that country’s independence and obtain concessions 
to build a U.S. dominated Panama Canal. Like José Martí had done in  Our America , he used 
this poem to upend North American assumptions about their own superiority. In “To Roo-
sevelt” it is the Latin Americans who possess virtue, spirit, and a glorious civilization, and 
the ascendant United States, with its threat to their sovereignty, which is furthest from god. 

 Document 5.2 introduces a different kind of  threat. It is the  Plan de Ayala , penned by 
Emiliano Zapata and a group of  Nahuatl speaking villagers in the highlands of  Morelos 
in 1911. Their plan amounted to a declaration of  war against Francisco Madero, whom 
they supported in the overthrow of  Porfi rio Díaz. Some of  their grievances were quite spe-
cifi c, quasi-legal explanations and justifi cations for their own perilous act of  rebellion. And 
yet, the  Plan de Ayala  was much more than a simple catalogue of  complaints. Embedded 
within the document are a series of  assumptions and claims about the rights of  villagers, 
and how the violation of  those rights justifi es rebellion. Though much more practical than 
Darío, their larger insights were no less profound. 

 The United States did not fi gure into the grievances aired by the villagers of  Morelos. 
The sugar from the new plantations in the region probably remained in Mexico. The own-
ers of  the estates that had taken their land were in many cases Mexican, and rarely from the 
United States. The role that the United States had played in the changes that had affected 
their lives (providing capital to stimulate economic growth and offering markets for Mexi-
can exports) was, for the most part, a distant abstraction. This in part explains why, during 
a decade of  revolution in Mexico, foreign owners and foreign capital were not targeted with 
any greater frequency than Mexican owners and their estates. Later ideologues would cast 
the Revolution as an anti-imperial, nationalist movement to restore Mexican sovereignty, 
and for some it clearly was. For the Zapatistas however, the nationality of  the men who 
took their land was of  little importance. 

 Our penultimate document (5.3), an excerpt from  The Cosmic Race (la raza cosmica) , 
by José Vasconcelos, was written in the aftermath of  that confl ict. If  the Zapatistas were 
driven by a grievance, Vasconcelos was driven by a desire to reconstitute and celebrate a 
country torn apart by years of  fratricidal violence. Vasconcelos was an active participant 
in the process of  reconstruction, serving as rector of  the National University, and then as 
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the country’s fi rst Minister of  Public Education between 1920 and 1924. In 1929 he ran for 
president, and some believe only lost because of  electoral fraud. For all these accomplish-
ments,  The Cosmic Race , published shortly after he resigned as Minister of  Public Education, 
represents his most lasting contribution to Mexican life. In the essay Vasconcelos dismisses 
the racism and sensibilities of  the North (in particular the United States) as old fashioned, 
as doomed. He celebrates Latin America’s embrace of  racial hybridity ( mestizaje ) as man-
kind’s best hope. He sees in  mestizaje  a process in which all the best qualities of  all the races 
will be saved, and all the worst discarded. 

 Vasconcelos, like Darío, reminds us of  the increasingly important role the specter of  the 
United States played in the unfolding crises of  the early twentieth century. At the turn of  
the century, the United States was the ascendant power in the Americas. In the Caribbean, 
Central America, and Mexico especially, U.S. investors had supplanted their European com-
petitors, and owned an increasingly large portion of  the region’s productive capacity (on 
the eve of  World War One, U.S. investments in the region had reached $1.6 billion, up from 
$300 million twenty years earlier 9 ). Exports to the United States had become critical to the 
survival of  the export oligarchy, and thus critical to social stability in general. And yet these 
things came at a cost, both in terms of  the loss of  sovereignty, a feeling that one colonial 
overlord was being supplanted by another, and in terms of  the psychic cost of  facing the 
racist and otherwise superior attitudes of  North American sojourners. In the eyes of  North 
American investors, this was not a relationship of  equals. They were the hand of  civiliza-
tion reaching out to lift their lesser cousins. It was a degrading experience, to say the least. 

 Degrading, in part, because Vasconcelos and Darío, like José Marti, Enrique Rodo and count-
less others, actually admired the United States. They admired the wealth, the progress, and the 
modernity they saw there, and adhered to many of  the same values that their North American 
counterparts embraced. For instance, Vasconcelos adopted North American racist stereotypes 
in describing his country even as he tried to upend them in an argument that Mexico was actu-
ally more progressive than the United States. Vasconcelos’ contradictions speak to simultaneous 
desires; a desire to be more like the ascendant United States, and a desire to reject North Ameri-
can racism. In this sense Vasconcelos was very different from Zapata. He was a philosopher 
deeply steeped in the Western cannon, an educator who as Minister of  Public Education in 
Mexico insisted that indigenous Mexicans read Homer and Aristotle so that they might be prop-
erly educated. These strains run through his references to Comte and others in  The Cosmic Race , 
demonstrating his belief  in modernization as something that somehow originates in Europe 
and the United States. And yet, his nationalist desires, his need to distinguish Latin America 
from the coldly rational North, leads him to propose that the very thing North Americans see as 
irredeemable in the region will be the source of  its greatness. 

 The starkly racist language in Vasconcelos must alert us to the fact that he is of  a particu-
lar time and a particular place, even if  in place of  biological determinism he offers aesthetic 
determinism (the ugly will ultimately die out, as they will not procreate). Some often fi nd 
it diffi cult to read these words without getting caught up in these references. This then, 
becomes the challenge for the historian. How do we place Vasconcelos in context? How do 
we understand him as a product of  his own time and gain greater insights into the politi-
cal and intellectual struggles of  this period, in particular the desire by Latin Americans to 
imagine a sovereign future, one free of  imperial entanglements, when certain words and 
phrases seem to jump off  the page given contemporary sensibilities? 
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 A different set of  challenges confront us with Document 5.4, which is excerpted from 
the book  Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality , written by the Peruvian intellectual 
José Carlos Mariátegui in 1928. An avowed Marxist, he combined the political ideology 
of  those who advocated the 1919 general strike in Buenos Aires with a focus on the rural 
problems that shaped the Peruvian left (Mariátegui was an advocate of  workers rights, 
and supported Peru’s 1919 strikes). Mariátegui was an early supporter of  Raúl Haya de 
la Torre’s  Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana  (American Popular Revolutionary Alli-
ance, APRA), though he left the party just prior to the publication of   Seven Essays  to estab-
lish his own Socialist Party. 

 What makes this essay particularly important is that it represents a form of  Marxism that 
instead of  focusing on an emergent (often immigrant) working class, it looked to Peru’s 
indigenous peoples as the source of  an organic Peruvian form of  communism. It draws on 
the specifi c histories of  the Andes, where Indian–white relations were more openly conten-
tious than elsewhere, where the possibility of  pan-Indian movements seemed more likely, 
and where movements that invoked a utopian Inca past had long fl ourished. Moreover, 
unlike “To Roosevelt” and the  Plan de Ayala ,  Seven Essays  was penned at a time when the left 
was ascendant. Buoyed by Russia’s 1917 revolution, leftists truly believed in the global social-
ist revolution. Mariátegui brought to this struggle a particularly Peruvian viewpoint. It was 
not the modern proletariat who would defeat capitalism in Peru, but the communist Indian.  

 Document 5.1 Rubén Darío, “To Roosevelt,” 1904. 

 Source: From  Selected Poems of Rubén Darío , translated by Lysander Kemp, © 1965, 
renewed 1993. Reprinted by permission of the University of Texas Press.  

  To Roosevelt   

 The voice that would reach you, Hunter, must speak  
 in Biblical tones, or in the poetry of Walt Whitman.  
 You are primitive and modern, simple and complex;  
 you are one part George Washington and one part Nimrod.  
 You are the United States,  
 future invader of our naive America  
 with its Indian blood, an America  
 that still prays to Christ and still speaks Spanish. 
 You are strong, proud model of your race;  
 you are cultured and able; you oppose Tolstoy.  
 You are an Alexander-Nebuchadnezzar,  
 breaking horses and murdering tigers.  
 (You are a Professor of Energy,  
 as current lunatics say). 

 You think that life is a fi re,  
 that progress is an eruption,  
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 that the future is wherever  
 your bullet strikes.  
 No. 

 The United States is grand and powerful.  
 Whenever it trembles, a profound shudder  
 runs down the enormous backbone of the Andes.  
 If it shouts, the sound is like the roar of a lion.  
 And Hugo said to Grant: “The stars are yours.”  
 (The dawning sun of the Argentine barely shines;  
 the star of Chile is rising.) A wealthy country,  
 joining the cult of Mammon to the cult of Hercules;  
 while Liberty, lighting the path  
 to easy conquest, raises her torch in New York. 
 But our own America, which has had poets  
 since the ancient times of Nezahualcóyolt;  
 which preserved the footprint of great Bacchus,  
 and learned the Panic alphabet once,  
 and consulted the stars; which also knew Atlantic  
 (whose name comes ringing down to us in Plato)  
 and has lived, since the earliest moments of its life,  
 in light, in fi re, in fragrance, and in love— 
 the America of Moctezuma and Atahualpa,  
 the aromatic America of Columbus,  
 Catholic America, Spanish America,  
 the America where noble Cuauthémoc said:  
 “I am not in a bed of roses”—our America,  
 trembling with hurricanes, trembling with Love:  
 O men with Saxon eyes and barbarous souls,  
 our America lives. And dreams. And loves.  
 And it is the daughter of the Sun. Be careful.  
 Long live Spanish America!  
 A thousand cubs of the Spanish lion are roaming free.  
 Roosevelt, you must become, by God’s own will,  
 the deadly Rifl eman and the dreadful Hunter  
 before you can clutch us in your iron claws. 
 And though you have everything, you are lacking one thing:  

 God!     

 Document 5.2   Emiliano Zapata,  The Plan de Ayala , 1911 

 Source: From  Zapata and the Mexican Revolution  by John Womack, Jr., copyright © 1968 
by John Womack, Jr. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of Random House LLC. All rights reserved. 
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 Liberating Plan of the sons of the State of Morelos, affi liated with the Insurgent Army 
which defends the fulfi llment of the Plan of San Luis, with the reforms which it has 
believed proper to add in benefi t of the Mexican Fatherland. 

 We who undersign, constituted in a revolutionary junta to sustain and carry out the 
promises which the revolution of November 20, 1910 just past, made to the country, 
declare solemnly before the face of the civilized world which judges us and before 
the nation to which we belong and which we call [ sic ,  llamamos , misprint for  amamos , 
love], propositions which we have formulated to end the tyranny which oppresses us 
and redeem the fatherland from the dictatorships which are imposed on us, which 
[propositions] are determined in the following plan:   

  1.  Taking into consideration that the Mexican people led by Don Francisco I. Made-
ro went to shed their blood to reconquer liberties and recover their rights which 
had been trampled on, and not for a man to take possession of power, violating 
the sacred principles which he took an oath to defend under the slogan “Effec-
tive Suffrage and No Reelection,” outraging thus the faith, the cause, the justice, 
and the liberties of the people: taking into consideration that that man to whom 
we refer is Don Francisco I. Madero, the same who initiated the above-cited 
revolution, who imposed his will and infl uence as a governing norm on the Provi-
sional Government of the ex-President of the Republic Attorney Francisco L. de 
Barra [ sic ], causing with this deed repeated sheddings of blood and multiplicate 
misfortunes for the fatherland in a manner deceitful and ridiculous, having no 
intentions other than satisfying his personal ambitions, his boundless instincts as 
a tyrant, and his profound disrespect for the fulfi llment of the preexisting laws 
emanating from the immortal code of ’57, written with the revolutionary blood 
of Ayutla; 

 Taking into account that the so-called Chief of the Liberating Revolution of 
Mexico, Don Francisco I. Madero, through lack of integrity and the highest weak-
ness, did not carry to a happy end the revolution which gloriously he initiated 
with the help of God and the people, since he left standing most of the gov-
erning powers and corrupted elements of oppression of the dictatorial govern-
ment of Porfi rio Díaz, which are not nor can in any way be the representation of 
National Sovereignty, and which, for being most bitter adversaries of ours and 
of the principles which even now we defend, are provoking the discomfort of 
the country and opening new wounds in the bosom of the fatherland, to give 
it its own blood to drink; taking also into account that the aforementioned Sr. 
Francisco I. Madero, present President of the Republic, tries to avoid the fulfi ll-
ment of the promises which he made to the Nation in the Plan of San Luis Potosí, 
being [ sic ,  siendo , misprint for  ciñendo , restricting] the above-cited promises to 
the agreements of Ciudad Juárez, by means of false promises and numerous 
intrigues against the Nation nullifying, pursuing, jailing, or killing revolutionary 
elements who helped him to occupy the high post of President of the Republic; 

 Taking into consideration that the so-often-repeated Francisco I. Madero has 
tried with the brute force of bayonets to shut up and to drown in blood the pueb-
los who ask, solicit, or demand from him the fulfi llment of the promises of the 
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revolution, calling them bandits and rebels, condemning them to a war of exter-
mination without conceding or granting a single one of the guarantees which 
reason, justice, and the law prescribe; taking equally into consideration that the 
President of the Republic Francisco I. Madero has made of Effective Suffrage a 
bloody trick on the people, already against the will of the same people imposing 
Attorney José M. Pino Suárez in the Vice-Presidency of the Republic, or [imposing 
as] Governors of the States [men] designated by him, like the so-called General 
Ambrosio Figueroa, scourge and tyrant of the people of Morelos, or entering into 
scandalous cooperation with the científi co party, feudal landlords, and oppressive 
bosses, enemies of the revolution proclaimed by him, so as to forge new chains 
and follow the pattern of a new dictatorship more shameful and more terrible 
than that of Porfi rio Díaz, for it has been clear and patent that he has outraged 
the sovereignty of the States, trampling on the laws without any respect for lives 
or interests, as has happened in the State of Morelos, and others, leading them to 
the most horrendous anarchy which contemporary history registers. 

 For these considerations we declare the aforementioned Francisco I. Madero 
inept at realizing the promises of the revolution of which he was the author, 
because he has betrayed the principles with which he tricked the will of the 
people and was able to get into power: incapable of governing, because he has 
no respect for the law and justice of the pueblos, and a traitor to the fatherland, 
because he is humiliating in blood and fi re Mexicans who want liberties, so as 
to please the científi cos, landlords, and bosses who enslave us, and from today 
on we begin to continue the revolution begun by him, until we achieve the over-
throw of the dictatorial powers which exist.   

  2.  Recognition is withdrawn from Sr. Francisco I. Madero as Chief of the Revolution 
and as President of the Republic, for the reasons which before were expressed, 
it being attempted to overthrow this offi cial. 

  3.  Recognized as Chief of the Liberating Revolution is the illustrious General Pas-
cual Orozco, the second of the Leader Don Francisco I. Madero, and in case he 
does not accept this delicate post, recognition as Chief of the Revolution will go 
to General Don Emiliano Zapata. 

  4.  The Revolutionary Junta of the State of Morelos manifests to the Nation under 
formal oath: that it makes its own the plan of San Luis Potosí, with the additions 
which are expressed below in benefi t of the oppressed pueblos, and it will make 
itself the defender of the principles it defends until victory or death. 

  5.  The Revolutionary Junta of the State of Morelos will admit no transactions 
or compromises until it achieves the overthrow of the dictatorial elements of 
Porfi rio Díaz and Francisco I. Madero, for the nation is tired of false men and trai-
tors who make promises like liberators and who on arriving in power forget them 
and constitute themselves as tyrants. 

  6.  As an additional part of the plan we invoke, we give notice: that [regarding] the 
fi elds, timber, and water which the landlords, científi cos, or bosses have usurped, 
the pueblos or citizens who have the titles corresponding to those properties will 
immediately enter into possession of that real estate of which they have been 
despoiled by the bad faith of our oppressors, maintaining at any cost with arms 
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in hand the mentioned possession; and the usurpers who consider themselves 
with a right to them [those properties] will deduce it before the special tribunals 
which will be established on the triumph of the revolution. 

   7.  In virtue of the fact that the immense majority of Mexican pueblos and citizens 
are owners of no more than the land they walk on, suffering the horrors of pov-
erty without being able to improve their social condition in any way or to dedi-
cate themselves to Industry or Agriculture, because lands, timber, and water are 
monopolized in a few hands, for this cause there will be expropriated the third 
part of those monopolies from the powerful proprietors of them, with prior ind-
emnization, in order that the pueblos and citizens of Mexico may obtain ejidos, 
colonies, and foundations for pueblos, or fi elds for sowing or laboring, and the 
Mexicans’ lack of prosperity and wellbeing may improve in all and for all. 

   8.  [Regarding] The landlords, científi cos, or bosses who oppose the present plan 
directly or indirectly, their goods will be nationalized and the two third parts 
which [otherwise would] belong to them will go for indemnizations of war, pen-
sions for widows and orphans of the victims who succumb in the struggle for the 
present plan. 

   9.  In order to execute the procedures regarding the properties aforementioned, 
the laws of disamortization and nationalization will be applied as they fi t, for 
serving us as norm and example can be those laws put in force by the immortal 
Juárez on ecclesiastical properties, which punished the despots and conserva-
tives who in every time have tried to impose on us the ignominious yoke of 
oppression and backwardness. 

  10.  The insurgent military chiefs of the Republic who rose up with arms in hand at the 
voice of Don Francisco I. Madero to defend the plan of San Luis Potosí, and who 
oppose with armed force the present plan, will be judged traitors to the cause 
which they defended and to the fatherland, since at present many of them, to 
humor the tyrants, for a fi stful of coins, or for bribes or connivance, are shedding 
the blood of their brothers who claim the fulfi llment of the promises which Don 
Francisco I. Madero made to the nation. 

  11.  The expenses of war will be taken in conformity with Article II of the Plan of San 
Luis Potosí, and all procedures employed in the revolution we undertake will be 
in conformity with the same instructions which the said plan determines. 

  12.  Once triumphant the revolution which we carry into the path of reality, a Junta of 
the principal revolutionary chiefs from the different States will name or designate 
an interim President of the Republic, who will convoke elections for the organiza-
tion of the federal powers. 

  13.  The principal revolutionary chiefs of each State will designate in Junta the Gov-
ernor of the State to which they belong, and this appointed offi cial will convoke 
elections for the due organization of the public powers, the object being to 
avoid compulsory appointments which work the misfortune of the pueblos, like 
the so-well-known appointment of Ambrosio Figueroa in the State of Morelos 
and others who drive us to the precipice of bloody confl icts, sustained by the 
caprice of the dictator Madero and the circle of científi cos and landlords who 
have infl uenced him. 
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  14.  If President Madero and other dictatorial elements of the present and former 
regime want to avoid the immense misfortunes which affl ict the fatherland, and 
[if they] possess true sentiments of love for it, let them make immediate renun-
ciation of the posts they occupy and with that they will with something staunch 
the grave wounds which they have opened in the bosom of the fatherland, since, 
if they do not do so, on their heads will fall the blood and the anathema of our 
brothers. 

  15.  Mexicans: consider that the cunning and bad faith of one man is shedding blood 
in a scandalous manner, because he is incapable of governing; consider that his 
system of government is choking the fatherland and trampling with the brute 
force of bayonets on our institutions; and thus, as we raised up our weapons to 
elevate him to power, we again raise them up against him for defaulting on his 
promises to the Mexican people and for having betrayed the revolution initiated 
by him, we are not personalists, we are partisans of principles and not of men!  

 Mexican People, support this plan with arms in hand and you will make the prosperity 
and well-being of the fatherland. 

 Ayala, November 25, 1911 
 Liberty, Justice, and Law    

 Document 5.3 José Vasconcelos, Excerpt from  La raza cosmica  (1925). 

 José Vasconcelos,  The Cosmic Race/La raza cosmica: A Bilingual Edition,  translated 
and annotated by Didier T. Jaén, pp. 28–40. © 1979 California State University, Los 
Angeles (English Edition) Afterword © 1997 Johns Hopkins University Press. Reprint-
ed with permission of Johns Hopkins University Press.  

 On several occasions, I have proposed this law of personal taste as the basis of all 
human relationships under the name of the law of the three social stages. This is not to 
be taken in the Comtian sense, so but much more comprehensively. The three stages 
indicated by this law are: The material or warlike, the intellectual or political, and the 
spiritual or aesthetic. They represent a process that is gradually liberating us from the 
domination of necessity and, step by step, is submitting all life to the superior norms of 
feeling and fantasy. In the fi rst stage, only matter rules. Social groups confronting each 
other either fi ght or join one another following no other law but violence and relative 
power. Sometimes, they exterminate each other, or else, they celebrate agreements 
according to convenience or necessity. This is the way of life typical of the hordes or 
tribes of all races. In such a situation, the mixing of bloods has also been imposed 
by material power, which is the only element of cohesion in the group. There can be 
no selection where the strong take or reject, according to their fancy, the vanquished 
female. 

 Of course, even in this period, the instinct of sympathy beats at the core of human 
relationships, attracting or repelling according to that mystery we call taste, that 
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mystery which is the secret reason for all aesthetics. However, the infl uence of taste 
does not constitute the predominant motivation in the fi rst period, nor in the second, 
which is subjected to the infl exible norms of reason. Reason is also present in the fi rst 
period as the origin of conduct and human actions, but it is weak, like the suppressed 
taste. It is not reason that decides but power, and judgment is submitted to that, usu-
ally brutal, force, and made into a slave of primitive will. Judgment, thus corrupted into 
cunning, debases itself in order to serve injustice. In the fi rst period, it is not possible 
to work towards the cordial fusion of the races. On the one hand, because the law 
of violence itself, to which this period submits, excludes possibilities of spontaneous 
cohesion; on the other, because even geographical conditions themselves do not per-
mit the constant communication between all peoples of the earth. 

 In the second period, reason tends to prevail, artfully making use of the advantages 
conquered by force and correcting the latter’s mistakes. Boundaries are defi ned by 
treaties, and customs are organized according to laws derived from reciprocal conveni-
ence and logical thinking. Romanism is the most complete model of this rational social 
system, although it actually started before Rome, and still continues in this time of 
nationalities. In this system, racial mixing partially obeys the fancy of free instinct, exer-
cised beneath the rigors of the social norm, but more strongly it obeys the ethical and 
political conveniences of the moment. In the name of morality, for instance, matrimo-
nial ties, diffi cult to break, are imposed between persons who do not love each other. 
In the name of politics, internal and external liberties are restricted. In the name of reli-
gion, which should be sublime inspiration, dogmas and tyrannies are imposed. Each 
case is, however, justifi ed with the dictates of reason, recognized as supreme in human 
affairs. Those who condemn racial mixture in the name of a scientifi c eugenics which, 
based on incomplete and false data, has not been able to produce valid results, also 
proceed according to superfi cial logic and questionable knowledge. The main charac-
teristic of this second period is faith in the formula. For that reason, in every respect, 
this period does nothing but give norms to intelligence, limits to action, boundaries to 
the nation, and reins to the emotions. Rule, norm and tyranny—such is the law of the 
second period in which we are imprisoned and from which it is necessary to escape. 

 In the third period, whose approach is already announced in a thousand ways, the 
orientation of conduct will not be sought in pitiful reason that explains but does not 
discover. It will rather be sought in creative feeling and convincing beauty. Norms 
will be given by fantasy, the supreme faculty. That is to say, life will be without norms, 
in a state in which everything that is born from feeling will be right: Instead of rules, 
constant inspiration. The merit of an action will not be sought in the immediate and 
tangible results, as in the fi rst period; nor will it be required to adapt itself to prede-
termined rules of pure reason. The ethical imperative itself will be surpassed. Beyond 
good and evil, in a world of aesthetic  pathos,  the only thing that will matter will be that 
the act, being beautiful, shall produce joy. To do our whim, not our duty; to follow the 
path of taste, not of appetite or syllogism; to live joy grounded on love—such is the 
third stage. 

 Unfortunately, we are so imperfect, that in order to attain such a godly life, it will 
be necessary that we previously pass through all the paths. First, the path of duty, 
where the lower appetites are purifi ed and surpassed; then, the path of illusion, that 
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stimulates the highest aspirations. Passion, which redeems lower sensuality, will come 
immediately afterwards. To live in  pathos,  to feel towards the world an emotion so 
intense that the movement of things adopts rhythms of joy is a feature of the third 
period. We arrive at it by letting loose the divine desire, so that it may reach, without 
moral and logical bridges, in one nimble leap, the realms of revelation. Such immedi-
ate intuition that jumps over the chain of sorites is an artistic gift and, being passion, 
goes beyond duty from the very beginning, and replaces it with exalted love. Duty 
and logic, it is clear, are the scaffold and the mechanics of building, but the soul of 
architecture is rhythm, which transcends mechanics and knows no other law but the 
mystery of divine beauty. 

 What role is played in this process by the will, that nerve of human destinies that 
the fourth race even deifi ed in the intoxicating instant of its triumph? Will is power, 
blind power running after ambiguous ends. In the fi rst period, it is directed by appe-
tite which uses it for all its whims. Then, reason shines her light, the will is refrained by 
duty and takes shape into logical thinking. In the third period, the will is liberated, it 
surpasses the fi nite and explodes and becomes infused with a sort of infi nite reality. It 
fi lls with rumors and remote purposes. Logic does not suffi ce and the will takes on the 
wings of fantasy. It sinks into the deepest and descries the highest. It expands into har-
mony and ascends into the creative mystery of melody. It satisfi es itself and dissolves 
into emotion, fusing itself with the joy of the universe: It becomes passion of beauty. 

 If we acknowledge that Humanity is gradually approaching the third period of its 
destiny, we shall see that the work of racial fusion is going to take place in the Ibero-
American continent according to a law derived from the fruition of the highest facul-
ties. The laws of emotion, beauty, and happiness will determine the selection of a mate 
with infi nitely superior results than that of a eugenics grounded on scientifi c reason, 
which never sees beyond the less important portion of the love act. Above scientifi c 
eugenics, the mysterious eugenics of aesthetic taste will prevail. Where enlightened 
passion rules, no correctives are necessary. The very ugly will not procreate, they will 
have no desire to procreate. What does it matter, then, that all the races mix with each 
other if ugliness will fi nd no cradle? Poverty, defective education, the scarcity of beauti-
ful types, the misery that makes people ugly, all those calamities will disappear from 
the future social stage. The fact, common today, of a mediocre couple feeling proud 
of having multiplied misery will seem repugnant then, it will seem a crime. Marriage 
will cease to be a consolation for misfortunes that need not be perpetuated, and it will 
become a work of art. 

 As soon as education and comfort become widespread, there will be no danger 
in the mixture of the most divergent types. Unions will be effected according to the 
singular law of the third period, the law of sympathy, refi ned by the sense of beauty; a 
true sympathy and not the false one that, today, necessity and ignorance impose upon 
us. Sincerely passionate unions, easily undone in case of error, will produce bright and 
handsome offspring. The entire species will change its physical makeup and tempera-
ment. Superior instincts will prevail and, in a happy synthesis, the elements of beauty 
apportioned today among different races will endure. 

 At present, partly because of hypocrisy, and partly because unions are made 
between miserable persons in an unfortunate state, we see with profound horror the 
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marriage of a black woman and a white man. We would feel no repugnance at all if it 
were the union of a black Apollo and a blond Venus, which goes to prove that every-
thing is sanctifi ed by beauty. On the other hand, it is repugnant to see those married 
couples that come out of the judge’s offi ce or the temples. They are ugly in a propor-
tion of, more or less, ninety percent of the cases. The world is thus full of ugliness 
because of our vices, our prejudices, and our misery. Procreation by love is already a 
good antecedent for a healthy progeny, but it is necessary that love itself be a work 
of art, and not the last resort of desperate people. If what is going to be transmitted 
is stupidity, then the ties between the parents is not love, but opprobrious and base 
instinct. 

 A mixture of races accomplished according to the laws of social well-being, sym-
pathy, and beauty, will lead to the creation of a type infi nitely superior to all that have 
previously existed. The crossing of opposites, according to Mendel’s laws of heredity, 
will produce discontinuous and quite complex variations, as multiple and diverse as are 
the elements of human interbreeding. For this reason, such crossing is a guarantee of 
the limitless possibilities that a well oriented instinct offers for the gradual perfection 
of the species. If, until now, the human species has not improved greatly, it is because 
it has lived in conditions of agglomeration and misery which have made impossible 
the free function of the instinct of beauty. Reproduction has been accomplished in 
the manner of beasts, with no limit in quantity and no aspiration for improvement. 
The spirit has not taken part in it, but the appetite that satisfi es itself whichever way it 
can. Thus, we are not in the position even to imagine the modalities and the effects 
of a series of truly inspired crossings. Unions based on the capability and beauty of 
the types would have to produce a great number of individuals gifted with the pre-
dominant qualities. As a result of choosing quickly, not with refl ective thinking but with 
taste, the qualities we wish to make predominant, the selective types will gradually 
multiply, while the recessive types will tend to disappear. Recessive offspring would 
no longer unite among them- selves, but in tum would go in search of quick improve-
ment, or would voluntarily extinguish all desire of physical reproduction. The aware-
ness of the species itself would gradually develop an astute Mendelianism, as soon as 
it sees itself free from physical pressure, ignorance and misery. In this way, in a very 
few generations, monstrosities will disappear; what today is normal will come to seem 
abominable. The lower types of the species will be absorbed by the superior type. In 
this manner, for example, the Black could be redeemed, and step by step, by voluntary 
extinction, the uglier stocks will give way to the more handsome. Inferior races, upon 
being educated, would become less prolifi c, and the better specimens would go on 
ascending a scale of ethnic improvement, whose maximum type is not precisely the 
White, but that new race to which the White himself will have to aspire with the object 
of conquering the synthesis. The Indian, by grafting onto the related race, would take 
the jump of millions of years that separate Atlantis from our times, and in a few dec-
ades of aesthetic eugenics, the Black may disappear, together with the types that a 
free instinct of beauty may go on signaling as fundamentally recessive and undeserv-
ing, for that reason, of perpetuation. In this manner, a selection of taste would take 
effect, much more effi ciently than the brutal Darwinist selection, which is valid, if at all, 
only for the inferior species, but no longer for man. 
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 No contemporary race can present itself alone as the fi nished model that all the 
others should imitate. The mestizo, the Indian, and even the Black are superior to the 
White in a countless number of properly spiritual capacities. Neither in antiquity, nor in 
the present, have we a race capable of forging civilization by itself. The most illustrious 
epochs of humanity have been, precisely, those in which several different peoples have 
come into contact and mixed with each other. India, Greece, Alexandria, Rome are but 
examples that only a geographic and ethnic universality is capable of giving the fruits 
of civilization. In the contemporary period, while the pride of the present masters of 
the world asserts through the mouth of their scientists the ethnic and mental superi-
ority of the Whites from the north, any teacher can corroborate that the children and 
youths descendant from Scandinavians, Dutch, and English found in North American 
universities, are much slower, and almost dull, compared with the mestizo children and 
youths from the south. Perhaps this advantage is explained as the result of a benefi cial 
spiritual Mendelianism, caused by a combination of contrary elements. The truth is that 
vigor is renewed with graftings, and that the soul itself looks for diversity in order to 
enrich the monotony of its own contents. Only a long lasting experience will be able 
to show the results of a mixture no longer accomplished by violence, nor by reason 
of necessity, but by the selection founded on the dazzling produced by beauty and 
confi rmed by the  pathos  of love. 

 In the fi rst and second periods in which we live, because of isolation and war, 
the human species lives to a certain extent according to Darwinist laws. The English, 
who see only the present in the external world, did not hesitate to apply zoological 
theories to the fi eld of human sociology. If the false translation of physiological law to 
the realm of the spirit were acceptable, then to speak of the ethnic incorporation of 
the Black would be tantamount to defending retrogression. The English theory sup-
poses, implicitly or frankly, that the Black is a sort of link nearer the monkey than the 
blond man. There is no other recourse, for that reason, but to make him disappear. 
On the other hand, the White, particularly the English-speaking White, is presented 
as the sublime culmination of human evolution; to cross him with another race would 
be equivalent to muddling his stock. Such a way of seeing things is nothing but the 
illusion of each fortunate people during the period of their power. Throughout his-
tory, every great nation has thought of itself as the fi nal and chosen one. When these 
childish presumptions are compared with each other, one can see that the mission 
each nation attributes to itself is, at the bottom, nothing else but its eagerness for 
booty and the desire to exterminate the rival power. The offi cial science itself is, in 
each period, a refl ection of the pride of the dominant race. Hebrews grounded the 
belief in their superiority upon divine oracles and promises. The English base theirs 
on observations relative to domestic animals. From observations about the crossing 
and hereditary varieties of such animals, Darwinism gradually emerged, fi rst as a mod-
est zoological theory, and later as a social biology that granted the English defi nitive 
preponderance over all the other races. Every imperialistic policy needs a philosophy 
to justify itself. The Roman Empire proclaimed order, that is, hierarchy: First came 
the Roman, then his allies, and then the Barbarian under slavery. The British preach 
natural selection, with the tacit conclusion that world domination belongs by natural 
and divine right to the dolichocephalic man from the Isles and his descendants. But 
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this science, which invaded us together with the artifacts of conquering commerce, is 
fought as all imperialism is fought, by confronting it with a superior science, and with 
a broader and more vigorous civilization. The truth is that no race suffi ces by itself 
and that humanity would stand to lose; it loses each time a race disappears by violent 
means. It is well and good for each race to transform itself according to its own design, 
but within its own vision of beauty, and without breaking the harmonious develop-
ment of human elements. 

 Each ascending race needs to constitute its own philosophy, the  deux ex machina  
of its own success. We have been educated under the humiliating infl uence of a phi-
losophy conceived by our enemies, perhaps innocently if you will, but with the pur-
pose of exalting their own goals and annulling ours. In this manner, even we have 
come to believe in the inferiority of the mestizo, in the unredemption of the Indian, in 
the damnation and the irreparable decadence of the Black. Armed rebellion was not 
followed by a rebellion of the consciences. We rebelled against the political power 
of Spain and yet did not realize that, together with Spain, we fell under the economic 
and moral domination of a race that has been mistress of the world since the demise 
of Spanish greatness. We shook off one yoke to fall under a new one. This displace-
ment to which we fell victims could not have been avoided, even if we had been 
aware of it sooner. There is a certain fatefulness in the destiny of nations, as well as 
in the destiny of individuals, but now that a new phase of history has been initiated, 
it becomes necessary to reconstruct our ideology and organize our continental life 
according to a new ethnic doctrine. Let us begin, then, by making a new life and a new 
science. If we do not fi rst liberate the spirit, we shall never be able to redeem matter. 

 * * * 

 We have the duty to formulate the basis of a new civilization, and for that very reason, 
it is necessary that we keep in mind the fact that civilizations cannot be repeated, nei-
ther in form nor in content. The theory of ethnic superiority has been simply a means 
of combat, common to all fi ghting peoples, but the battle that we must wage is so 
important that it does not admit any false trickery. We do not claim that we are, nor 
that we shall become, the fi rst race of the world or the most illustrious, the strongest 
and the most handsome. Our purpose is even higher and more diffi cult to attain than 
temporary selection. Our values are still potential to such an extent that we are nothing 
yet. However, the Hebrew race was, for the arrogant Egyptians, nothing more than a 
miserable caste of slaves. Yet, from that race was born Jesus Christ, who announced 
the love of all men and initiated the greatest movement in history. This love shall be 
one of the fundamental dogmas of the fi fth race that will be produced in America. 
Christianity frees and engenders life, because it contains universal, not national, rev-
elation. For that reason, it had to be rejected by the Jews themselves, who could not 
decide to commune with gentiles. But America is the fatherland of gentility, the true 
Christian promised land. If our race shows itself unworthy of this consecrated land, if it 
lacks in love, it will be replaced by peoples more capable of accomplishing the fateful 
mission of those lands, the mission of serving as the seat for a humanity fashioned out 
of all the nations and all the racial stocks. The bionomy imposed by world progress 
on the America of Hispanic origin is not a rival creed that confronts the adversary 
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saying: “I surpass you,” or “I am self-suffi cient.” Instead, it is an infi nite longing for 
integration and totality that, for the same reason, invokes the universe. The infi nitude 
of her longing insures her strength to combat the exclusivist creed of the enemy fac-
tion and grants her confi dence in victory, which always corresponds to the gentiles. 
The danger is rather that it may happen to us as it happened to the majority of the 
Hebrews, who, not wanting to become gentiles, lost the grace that originated in their 
midst. This may happen, if we do not learn how to offer a home and fraternity to all 
men. Then another people will serve as the axis, another tongue will be the vehicle, 
but no one can detain any longer the fusion of the races, the emergence of the fi fth era 
of the world, the era of universality and cosmic sentiment. 

 The doctrine of sociological and biological formation we propose in these pages 
is not a simple ideological effort to raise the spirits of a depressed race by offering it 
a thesis that contradicts the doctrine with which its rivals wanted to condemn it. What 
happens is that, as we discover the falsity of the scientifi c premise upon which the 
domination of contemporary power rests, we also foresee, in experimental science 
itself, orientations that point the way, no longer for the triumph of a single race, but for 
the redemption of all men. It is as if the palingenesis announced by Christianity with 
an anticipation of thousands of years, would be confi rmed at present by the different 
branches of scientifi c knowledge. Christianity preached love as the basis of human 
relations, and now it begins to be clear that only love is capable of producing a lofty 
humanity. The offi cial policy and the Positivists’ science, which was directly infl uenced 
by that policy, said that the law was not love but antagonism, fi ght, and the triumph of 
the fi ttest. However, they established no other criterion to judge fi tness, but the curi-
ous begging of the question contained in that thesis itself, since the fi ttest is the one 
that triumphs, and only the fi ttest triumph. Thus, we can reduce to verbal formulas of 
this kind all the small wisdom that wanted to disassociate itself from the genial revela-
tions, in order to substitute them with generalizations founded on the mere sum of 
details. 

 * * * 

 The discredit of such doctrines is aggravated by discoveries and observations that are 
revolutionizing the sciences today. It was not possible to combat the theory of History 
as a process of frivolities when it was thought that also individual life was deprived of a 
metaphysical end and a providential plan. But now mathematics wavers and modifi es 
its conclusions in order to give us the concept of a moveable world, whose mystery 
changes according to our relative position and the nature of our concepts. Physics 
and chemistry no longer dare to affi rm that the functions of the atom involve nothing 
else but the action of masses and forces. Biology also states in its new hypotheses, 
for example, with  Uexküll , that in the course of life “cells behave as if they worked 
within a complete organism whose organs are harmonized according to a plan and 
work in conjunction, that is, they possess a functional plan . . . there being an interlock-
ing of vital factors in the physico-chemical motor wheel”—a notion which contradicts 
Darwinism, at least in its interpretation by Darwinists who deny that nature obeys a 
plan. Mendelianism also demonstrates, according to  Uexküll , that the protoplasm is 
a mixture of substances from which everything, more or less, can be made. Faced 
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with all these changes in the concepts of science, it is necessary to recognize that the 
theoretical edifi ce for the domination by a single race has collapsed. This, in tum, is a 
forewarning that the material power of those who have produced all that false science 
of circumstance and conquest will not be long in falling. 

 Mendel’s law, particularly when it confi rms “the intervention of vital factors in the 
physico-chemical wheel,” must be part of our new patriotism, because from it we can 
draw the conclusion that the different faculties of the spirit take part in the processes 
of destiny. 

 What does it matter if Spencerian materialism had us condemned, when today it 
turns out that we can see ourselves as a sort of reserve for humanity, as the promise 
for a future that will surpass all previous times? We fi nd ourselves, then, in one of those 
epochs of palingenesis, and in the center of the universal maelstrom. It is urgent to bring 
to our consciousness all of our faculties in order that, alert and active, they begin to inter-
vene right away in the process of collective redemption. This is the splendid dawn of a 
peerless age. One could say that it is Christianism that is going to be consummated, now 
not only in the souls, but at the root of beings. As an instrument for this transcendental 
transformation, a race has been developing in the Iberian continent; a race full of vices 
and defects, but gifted with malleability, rapid comprehension, and easy emotion, fruit-
ful elements for the seminal plasma of the future species. The biological materials have 
already been gathered in abundance: the predispositions, the characters, the genes of 
which Mendelians speak. Only the organizing impulse, the plan for the formation of the 
species has been lacking. What should be the traits of this creative drive? 

 If we were to proceed according to the law of pure confused energy of the fi rst 
period, according to primitive biological Darwinism, then blind force, by almost 
mechanical imposition of the most vigorous elements, would make the decision in a 
simple and brutal manner, exterminating the weak, or, properly speaking, those who 
do not fi t into the plan of the new. race. But in the new order, by its own law, the per-
manent elements will not support themselves on violence but on taste, and, for that 
reason, the selection will be spontaneous, as it is done by the artist when, from all the 
colors, he takes only those that are convenient to his work. 

 If in order to constitute the fi fth race we should proceed according to the law 
of the second period, then a contest of craftiness would ensue, in which the astute 
ones and those lacking in scruples would win the game over the dreamers and the 
kind at heart. Probably, then, the new humanity would be predominantly Malaysian, 
for it is said that no one surpasses them in caution and ability, and even, if necessary, 
in perfi dy. By the road of intelligence, one could even arrive, if you wish, at a human-
ity of stoics that would take duty as the supreme norm. The world would become 
like a vast nation of Quakers, where the plan of the spirit would end up strangled 
and deformed by the rule. Because reason, pure reason, may be home to all and 
needs all of them. Finally, in the center, a monument should have been raised that in 
some way would symbolize the law of the three states: The material, the intellectual 
and the aesthetic. All this was to indicate that through the exercise of the triple law, 
we in America shall arrive, before any other part of the world, at the creation of a 
new race fashioned out of the treasures of all the previous ones: The fi nal race, the 
cosmic race.    
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 Document 5.4    José Carlos Mariátegui, “The Problem of the Indian,” from 
 Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality , 1928 

 Source: From  Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality  by José Carlos Mariátegui, 
translated by Marjory Urquidi, copyright © 1971. By permission of the University of 
Texas Press.  

  A New Approach  

 Any treatment of the problem of the Indian—written or verbal—that fails or refuses to 
recognize it as a socioeconomic problem is but a sterile, theoretical exercise destined 
to be completely discredited. Good faith is no justifi cation. Almost all such treatments 
have served merely to mask or distort the reality of the problem. The socialist critic 
exposes and defi nes the problem because he looks for its causes in the country’s econ-
omy and not in its administrative, legal, or ecclesiastic machinery, its racial dualism or 
pluralism, or its cultural or moral conditions. The problem of the Indian is rooted in 
the land tenure system of our economy. Any attempt to solve it with administrative or 
police measures, through education or by a road building program, is superfi cial and 
secondary as long as the feudalism of the gamonales continues to exist. 

 Gamonalismo necessarily invalidates any law or regulation for the protection of 
the Indian. The hacienda owner, the latifundista, is a feudal lord. The written law is 
powerless against his authority, which is supported by custom and habit. Unpaid labor 
is illegal, yet unpaid and even forced labor survive in the latifundium. The judge, the 
subprefect, the commissary, the teacher, the tax collector, all are in bondage to the 
landed estate. The law cannot prevail against the gamonales. Any offi cial who insisted 
on applying it would be abandoned and sacrifi ced by the central government; here, 
the infl uences of Gamonalismo are all-powerful, acting directly or through parliament 
with equal effectiveness. 

 A fresh approach to the problem of the Indian, therefore, ought to be much more 
concerned with the consequences of the land tenure system than with drawing up 
protective legislation. The new trend was started in 1918 by Dr. José A. Encinas in his 
 Contribución a una legislación tutelar indígena , and it has steadily gained strength. But 
by the very nature of his study, Dr. Encinas could not frame a socio-economic program. 
Since his proposals were designed to protect Indian property, they had to be limited 
to legal objectives. Outlining an indigenous homestead act, Dr. Encinas recommended 
the distribution of state and church lands. Although he did not mention expropriating 
the land of the latifundium gamonales, he repeatedly and conclusively denounced the 
effects of the latifundium system and, thereby to some extent ushered in the present 
socio-economic approach to the Indian question. 

 This approach rejects and disqualifi es any thesis that confi nes the question to one 
or another of the following unilateral criteria: administrative, legal, ethnic, moral, edu-
cational, ecclesiastic. 

 The oldest and most obvious mistake is, unquestionably, that of reducing the pro-
tection of the Indian to an ordinary administrative matter. From the days of Spanish 
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colonial legislation, wise and detailed ordinances, worked out after conscientious study, 
have been quite useless. The republic, since independence, has been prodigious in 
its decrees, laws, and provisions intended to protect the Indian against exaction and 
abuse. The gamonal of today, like the encomendero of yesterday, however, has little 
to fear from administrative theory; he knows that its practice is altogether different. 

 The individualistic character of the republic’s legislation has favored the absorp-
tion of Indian property by the latifundium system. The situation of the Indian, in this 
respect, was viewed more realistically by Spanish legislation. But legal reform has no 
more practical value than administrative reform when confronted by feudalism intact 
within the economic structure. The appropriation of most communal and individual 
Indian property is an accomplished fact. The experience of all countries that have 
evolved from their feudal stage shows us, on the other hand, that liberal rights have 
not been able to operate without the dissolution of feudalism. 

 The assumption that the Indian problem is ethnic is sustained by the most out-
moded repertory of imperialist ideas. The concept of inferior races was useful to the 
white man’s West for purposes of expansion and conquest. To expect that the Indian 
will be emancipated through a steady crossing of the aboriginal race with white immi-
grants is an anti-sociological naiveté that could only occur to the primitive mentality 
of an importer of merino sheep. The people of Asia, who are in no way superior to the 
Indians, have not needed any transfusion of European blood in order to assimilate the 
most dynamic and creative aspects of Western culture. The degeneration of the Peru-
vian Indian is a cheap invention of sophists who serve feudal interests. 

 The tendency to consider the Indian problem as a moral one embodies a liberal, 
humanitarian, enlightened nineteenth-century attitude that in the political sphere of 
the Western world inspires and motivates the “leagues of human rights.” The antislav-
ery conferences and societies in Europe that have denounced more or less futilely the 
crimes of the colonizing nations are born of this tendency, which always has trusted too 
much in its appeals to the conscience of civilization. González Prada was not immune 
to this hope when he wrote that “the condition of the Indian can improve in two ways: 
either the heart of the oppressor will be moved to take pity and recognize the rights 
of the oppressed or the spirit of the oppressed will fi nd the valor needed to turn on 
the oppressors.” The Pro-Indian Association (1900–1917) represented the same hope, 
although it owed its real effectiveness to the concrete and immediate measures taken 
by its directors in defense of the Indian. This policy was due in large measure to the 
practical, typically Saxon idealism of Dora Mayer, and the work of the Association 
became well known in Peru and the rest of the world. Humanitarian teachings have not 
halted or hampered European imperialism, nor have they reformed its methods. The 
struggle against imperialism now relies only on the solidarity and strength of the lib-
eration movement of the colonial masses. This concept governs anti-imperialist action 
in contemporary Europe, action that is supported by liberals like Albert Einstein and 
Romain Rolland and, therefore, cannot be considered exclusively Socialist. 

 On a moral and intellectual plane, the church took a more energetic or at least a 
more authoritative stand centuries ago. This crusade, however, achieved only very wise 
laws and provisions. The lot of the Indian remained substantially the same. González 
Prada, whose point of view, as we know, was not strictly Socialist, looked for the 
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explanation of its failure in the economic essentials: “It could not have happened oth-
erwise; exploitation was the offi cial order; it was pretended that evils were humanely 
perpetrated and injustices committed equitably. To wipe out abuses, it would have 
been necessary to abolish land appropriation and forced labor, in brief, to change 
the entire colonial regime. Without the toil of the American Indian, the coffers of the 
Spanish treasury would have been emptied.” In any event, religious tenets were more 
likely to succeed than liberal tenets. The former appealed to a noble and active Span-
ish Catholicism, whereas the latter tried to make itself heard by a weak and formalist 
criollo liberalism. 

 But today a religious solution is unquestionably the most outdated and antihistoric 
of all. Its representatives—unlike their distant, how very distant, teachers—are not con-
cerned with obtaining a new declaration of the rights of Indians, with adequate author-
ity and ordinances; the missionary is merely assigned the role of mediator between 
the Indian and the gamonal. If the church could not accomplish its task in a medieval 
era, when its spiritual and intellectual capacity could be measured by friars like Las 
Casas, how can it succeed with the elements it commands today? The Seventh-Day 
Adventists, in that respect, have taken the lead from the Catholic clergy, whose clois-
ters attract fewer and fewer evangelists. 

 The belief that the Indian problem is one of education does not seem to be sup-
ported by even a strictly and independently pedagogical criterion. Education is now 
more than ever aware of social and economic factors. The modern pedagogue knows 
perfectly well that education is not just a question of school and teaching methods. 
Economic and social circumstances necessarily condition the work of the teacher. 
Gamonalismo is fundamentally opposed to the education of the Indian; it has the same 
interest in keeping the Indian ignorant as it has in encouraging him to depend on alco-
hol. The modern school—assuming that in the present situation it could be multiplied 
at the same rate as the rural school-age population—is incompatible with the feu-
dal latifundium. The mechanics of the Indian’s servitude would altogether cancel the 
action of the school if the latter, by a miracle that is inconceivable within social reality, 
should manage to preserve its pedagogical mission under a feudal regime. The most 
effi cient and grandiose teaching system could not perform these prodigies. School 
and teacher are doomed to be debased under the pressure of the feudal regime, 
which cannot be reconciled with the most elementary concept of progress and evolu-
tion. When this truth becomes partially understood, the saving formula is thought to 
be discovered in boarding schools for Indians. But the glaring inadequacy of this for-
mula is self-evident in view of the tiny percentage of the indigenous school population 
that can be boarded in these schools. 

 The pedagogical solution, advocated by many in good faith, has been discarded 
offi cially. Educators, I repeat, can least afford to ignore economic and social reality. At 
present, it only exists as a vague and formless suggestion which no body or doctrine 
wants to adopt. 

 The new approach locates the problem of the Indian in the land tenure system . . . 
Those of us who approach and defi ne the Indian problem from a Socialist point of 
view must start out by declaring the complete obsolescence of the humanitarian and 
philanthropic points of view which, like a prolongation of the apostolic battle of Las 
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Casas, continued to motivate the old pro-Indian campaign. We shall try to establish 
the basically economic character of the problem. First, we protest against the instinc-
tive attempt of the criollo or mestizo to reduce it to an exclusively administrative, 
pedagogical, ethnic, or moral problem in order to avoid at all cost recognizing its 
economic aspect. Therefore, it would be absurd to accuse us of being romantic or 
literary. By identifying it as primarily a socio-economic problem, we are taking the least 
romantic and literary position possible. We are not satisfi ed to assert the Indian’s right 
to education, culture, progress, love, and heaven. We begin by categorically assert-
ing his right to land. This thoroughly materialistic claim should suffi ce to distinguish us 
from the heirs or imitators of the evangelical fervor of the great Spanish Friar, whom, 
on the other hand, our materialism does not prevent us from admiring and esteeming. 

 The problem of land is obviously too bound up with the Indian problem as to be 
conveniently mitigated or diminished. Quite the contrary. As for myself, I shall try to 
present it in unmistakable and clearcut terms. 

 The agrarian problem is fi rst and foremost the problem of eliminating feudalism in 
Peru, which should have been done by the democratic-bourgeois regime that followed 
the War of Independence. But in its one hundred years as a republic, Peru has not had 
a genuine bourgeois class, a true capitalist class. The old feudal class—camoufl aged 
or disguised as a republican bourgeois—has kept its position. The policy of disentail-
ment, initiated by the War of Independence as the logical consequence of its ideology, 
did not lead to the development of small property. The old landholding class lost its 
supremacy. The survival of latifundistas, in practice, preserved the latifundium. Disen-
tailment struck at the Indian community. During a century of Republican rule, great 
agricultural property actually has grown stronger and expanded, despite the theoreti-
cal liberalism of our constitution and the practical necessities of the development of 
our capitalist economy. 

 There are two expressions of feudalism that survive: the latifundium and servitude. 
Inseperable and of the same substance, their analysis leads us to the conclusion that 
the servitude oppressing the indigenous race cannot be abolished unless the latifun-
dium is abolished. 

 When the agrarian problem is presented in these terms, it cannot be easily distorted. 
It appears in all its magnitude as a socio-economic, and therefore a political, problem, 
to be dealt with by men who move in this sphere of acts and ideas. And it is useless to 
convert it, for example, into a technical-agricultural problem for agronomists. 

 Everyone must know that according to individualist ideology, the liberal solution 
to this problem would be the breaking up of the latifundium to create small property. 
But there is so much ignorance of the elementary principles of socialism that it is 
worthwhile repeating that this formula—the breaking up of the latifundium in the favor 
of small property—is neither utopian, nor heretical, nor revolutionary, nor Bolshevik, 
nor avant-garde, but orthodox, constitutional, democratic, capitalist, and bourgeois. 
It is based on the same liberal body of ideas that produced the constitutional laws 
of all democratic-bourgeois states. In the countries of Central and Eastern Europe—
Czechoslovakia, Rumania, Poland, Bulgaria, et cetera—agrarian laws have been passed 
limiting land ownership, in principle, to a maximum of fi ve hundred hectares. Here, the 
Great War razed the last ramparts of feudalism with the sanction of the capitalist West, 
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which since then has used precisely this bloc of anti-Bolshevik countries as a bulwark 
against Russia. 

 In keeping with my ideological position, I believe that the moment for attempting 
the liberal, individualist method in Peru has already passed. Aside from reasons of 
doctrine, I consider that our agrarian problem has a special character due to an indis-
putable and concrete factor: the survival of the Indian “community” and of elements 
of practical socialism in indigenous agriculture and life. 

 If those who hold a democratic-liberal doctrine are truly seeking a solution to the 
problem of the Indian that, above all, will free him from servitude, they can turn to 
the Czechoslovakian or Rumanian experience rather than the Mexican example, which 
they may fi nd dangerous given its inspiration and process. For them it is still time to 
advocate a liberal formula. They would at least ensure that discussion of the agrarian 
problem by the new generation would not altogether lack the liberal philosophy that, 
according to written history, has governed the life of Peru since the foundation of the 
republic. 

 Colonialism-Feudalism 
 The problem of land sheds light on the socialist or vanguardist attitude toward the 

remains of the vice-royalty. Literary  perricholismo  does not interest us except as an indi-
cation or refl ection of economic colonialism. The colonial heritage that we want to do 
away with is not really the one of romantic damsels screened from sight behind shawls 
or shutters, but the one of a feudal system with its gamonalismo, latifundium, and ser-
vitude. Colonial literature—nostalgic evocation of the viceroyalty and its pomp—is for 
me only the mediocre product of a spirit engendered and nourished by that regime. 
The viceroyality does not survive in the  perricholismo  of troubadours and storytellers. It 
survives in a feudalism that contains the germs of an undeclared capitalism. We decry 
not only our Spanish but our feudal legacy. 

 Spain brought us the middle ages: The Inquisition, feudalism, et cetera. Later it 
brought us the Counter Reformation: a reactionary spirit, a Jesuit method, a scholastic 
casuistry. We have painfully rid ourselves of most of these affl ictions by assimilating 
Western culture, sometimes obtained through Spain itself. But we are still burdened 
with their economic foundations embedded in the interests of a class whose hegem-
ony was not destroyed by the War of Independence. The roots of feudalism are intact 
and they are responsible for the lag in our capitalist development. 

 The land tenure system determines the political and administrative system of the 
nation. The agrarian problem, which the republic has yet to solve, dominates all other 
problems. Democratic and liberal institutions cannot fl ourish or operate in a semi-
feudal economy. 

 The subordination of the Indian problem to the problem of land is even more abso-
lute, for special reasons. The Indigenous race is a race of farmers. The Inca people 
were peasants, normally engaged in agriculture and shepherding. The industries and 
arts were typically domestic and rural. The principle that life springs from the soil was 
truer in the Peru of the Incas than in any other country. The most notable public works 
and collective enterprises of Tawantinsuyo were for military, religious, or agricultural 
purposes. The irrigation canals of the sierra and the coast and the agricultural ter-
races of the Andes remain the best evidence of the degree of economic organization 
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reached by Inca Peru. Its civilization was agrarian in all its important aspects. Valcárcel, 
in his study of the economic life of Tawantinsuyo, writes that “the land, in native tradi-
tion, is the common mother, from her womb come not only food but man himself. Land 
provides all wealth. The cult of Mama Pacha is in a part with the worship of the sun 
and, like the sun, Mother Earth represents no one in particular. Joined in the aboriginal 
ideology, these two concepts gave birth to agrarianism, which combines communal 
ownership of land and the universal religion of the sun.” 

 Inca communism, which cannot be negated or disparaged for having developed 
under the autocratic regime of the Incas, is therefore designated as agrarian commu-
nism. The essential traits of the Inca economy, according to the careful defi nition of our 
historical process by César Ugarte, were the following: 

 Collective ownership of farmland by the ayllu or groups of related families, although 
the property was divided into individual and non-transferable lots; collective worship 
of waters, pasture, and woodlands by the marca or tribe, or the federation of ayllus set-
tled around a village; cooperative labor; individual allotment of harvests and produce. 

 Colonization unquestionably must bear the responsibility for the disappearance of 
this economy, together with the culture it nourished, not because it destroyed autoch-
thonous forms but because it brought no superior substitutes. The colonial regime 
disrupted and demolished the Inca agrarian economy without replacing it with an 
economy of higher yields. Under the indigenous aristocracy, the natives made up a 
nation of ten million men, with an integrated government that effi ciently ruled all its 
territory; under a foreign aristocracy, the natives became a scattered and anarchic mass 
of a million men reduced to servitude and peonage. 

 In this respect, demographic data are the most convincing and decisive. Although 
the Inca regime may be censured in the name of modern liberal concepts of liberty 
and justice, the positive and material historical fact is that it assured the subsistence 
and growth of a population that came to ten million when the conquistadors arrived in 
Peru, and that this population after three centuries of Spanish domination had fallen 
to one million. Colonization stands condemned not from any abstract, theoretical, or 
moral standpoint of justice, but from the practical, concrete, and material standpoint 
of utility. 

 Colonization, failing to organize even a feudal economy in Peru, introduced ele-

ments of a slave economy.      
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 At A Glance: Economy  

  C.1)  Graph: GDP Growth in Latin America Since 1800 
  C.2)  Table: GDP (PPP) in Millions Since 1500 
  C.3)  Graph: Comparative GDP Per Capita, 1870–1940 
  C.4)  Table: Income Per Capita, 1900–1990 
  C.5)  Map: GDP Per Capita in Contemporary Latin America 
  C.6)  Map: Economic Activity of Latin America  

 Economics is known as the “dismal science” largely because the measures used to evalu-
ate economic performance are subject to a great deal of debate. Measures of economic 

activity are invariably imprecise, and the measures economists choose to privilege play a 
signifi cant role in determining the picture that is presented (Does a soaring stock market 
amidst persistently high unemployment indicate a prosperous economy or a poor one?), and 
economies are generally so complex that economists face a great deal of diffi culty in attempt-
ing to determine cause and effect. Nonetheless, certain broad measures over time do offer 
signifi cant insights into the changing nature of economic activity. 

 We see this dilemma in   Figure C.1   and   Table C.2  . The fi rst represents economic growth 
in Latin America since 1800 through a graph and offers a powerful visual impression of an 
economy that expanded very slowly for nearly a century, and then dramatically after 1950. 
 Table C.2  illustrates the same fi gures, extended back in time to the early colonial period. As 
an aggregate measure, it offers little indication about how individual parts of the region per-
formed over time, but it does offer a clearer sense of specifi c eras of economic growth and 
contraction. We see an economy that contracted in the century after the Conquest, and then 
doubled twice during the subsequent centuries. One of the most dramatic periods of growth 
actually comes between 1870 and 1913, and after 1973. Incidentally, both of those periods 
were characterized by increased integration in the global economy and growing inequality 
across the region. 

   Figure C.3   endeavors to complicate our understanding of the Latin American economy 
by exploring economic trends in the region following the fi rst great boom of the Indepen-
dence era, the Golden Age of the Export Oligarchy. It considers changes in GDP per capita 
comparatively from 1870 to 1940, revealing that while Latin American nations remained 
consistently behind the most prosperous countries of the day, they performed, on average, 
much like the Mediterranean countries of Europe during these years. Per capita GDP tends 
to be one of the best measures we have of general prosperity, because rather than measur-
ing the economy as a whole, it takes into account both the overall population and population 
changes over time. While it cannot account for the distribution of the benefi ts of GDP (in 
highly unequal societies the value per capita measures are limited by vast income inequal-
ity, which does not show up in this fi gure), it does offer a broad measure of productivity and 
national wealth, and societies with high GDP per capita tend to be more prosperous as a 
whole. 

 We have here, then, a clear indicator that Latin America was not especially impoverished 
relative to all of Europe during this period, but also an indicator that dramatic economic growth 
in the region did not close the gap between Latin America and the industrialized countries of 
northern Europe (Britain, France, and Germany). What this means is open to speculation, but 
it does suggest that the industrialized countries of the North may have benefi ted just as much 
from Latin American exports as did Latin Americans. 
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   Table C.4   adds to this with a comparative approach to GDP per capita in Latin America 
and elsewhere between 1900 and 1987 as it shows the vast differences in economic per-
formance across the region over time, and how Latin American countries and the region as 
a whole have fared against other parts of the world, particularly Asia, the Newly Industrial-
ized Countries (NICs) of South Korea and Taiwan, and the wealthy members of the Orga-
nization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 1  We see that on average 
Latin American GDP per capita increased fourfold during the twentieth century, while in 
the OECD countries it increased 5.6 times. The NICs saw a nine-fold increase. That said, 
the specifi c numbers show that Mexico, Brazil, and Chile vastly outperformed Argentina 
(which had the highest per capita income in Latin America in 1900) during the twentieth 
century. 

   Figure C.5   breaks down the contemporary economic performance of each country in the 
region by GDP per capita and shows the rate at which GDP per capita grew during the fi rst 
decade of the twentieth century. It also indicates regional GDP per capita growth since the 
1960s and includes an indicator of the infl ation rates since that time. This allows us to get 
somewhat closer to the way that economic growth has affected everyday life in the region in a 
way that is more precise than simple indicators of growth, as the impacts of growth are invari-
ably different depending on population changes and changes in consumer prices. The impact 
of rapid growth can easily be nullifi ed by a high rate of infl ation or a high rate of population 
growth. What we see here once again is the signifi cant variety of experiences in the region 
during the past decades. Interestingly, there seems to be no easy correlation between the 
overt ideologies of a given regime and the rate of growth. 

   Figure C.6   offers a fi nal snapshot of the contemporary Latin American economy, breaking 
down economic activities by region. The region’s economy remains diverse, ranging from 
mining, agriculture, and forestry, to manufacturing, tourism, and the service industry. No one 
economic sector seems likely to dominate the region as a whole in the twenty-fi rst century, 
though extractive industries, particularly in the energy sector and mining, have clearly been 
the engines of economic growth in the early years of the century. 
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  Figure C.1  GDP Growth in Latin America Since 1800 (in 1990 dollars) 
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   Table C.2   GDP (PPP) in Millions Since 1500 
(1990 dollars) 

 1500  7,288 
 1600  3,763 
 1700  6,346 
 1820  14,921 
 1870  27,311 
 1913  120,796 
 1921  116,277 
 1950  415,328 
 1973  1,389,460 
 2003  3,132,145 
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  Figure C.3  Comparative GDP Per Capita, 1870–1940. 

 Source: Luis Bértola and Jeffrey G. Williamson, “Globalization in Latin America Before 1940” in  The Cam-
bridge Economic History of Latin America , Victor Bulmer-Thomas, John Coatsworth, and Roberto Cortés 
Conde, eds, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 

  Figure C.3  is a measure of GDP per capita in Latin America from 1870 to 1930. Great 
Britain represents 100, and are all expressed as a percentage of Britain. The Blue represents 
Latin America, the Red represents the Core European Economies (Britain, France, and Ger-
many.), and the Green represents the Latin European Economies (Italy, Portugal, and Spain).            
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   Table C.4   Income Per Capita, 1900–1990 (GDP per capita in 1980 international dollars) 

 1900  1913  1929  1950  1973  1987 

 Argentina  1,284  1,770  2,036  2,324  3,713  3,302 
 Brazil  436  521  654  1,073  2,504  3,417 
 Chile  956  1,255  1,928  2,350  3,309  3,393 
 Colombia  610  801  975  1,395  2,318  3,027 
 Mexico  649  822  835  1,169  2,349  2,667 
 Peru  624  819  890  1,349  2,357  2,380 
 Latin 
American 
Average 

 760  998  1,220  1,610  2,758  3,031 

 Asian 
Average 

 485  539  601  505  2,061  1,952 

 NICs 
Average 

 492  532  690  545  1,939  4,444 

 OECD 
Average 

 1.817  2,224  2,727  3,553  7,852  10,205 

 Source:Alan M. Taylor, “Latin America and Foreign Capital in the Twentieth Century: Economics, 
Politics, and Institutional Change” Working Papers in Economics E-98-1, Hoover Institution, April 1998. 

  Note:  NICs refers to Newly Industrialized Countries; in Maddison’s database Taiwan and South Korea. 
Maddison, A. 1989.  The World Economy in the 20th Century . Paris: OECD, cited in Taylor (1998).   
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  Figure C.5  Map: GDP Per Capita in Contemporary Latin America 
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178 At A Glance
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  Figure C.6  Map: Economic Activity of Latin America 
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404 Notes

   3  Over time, raw materials have consistently lost value relative to manufactured goods. 

   4   T he larger issue of  women workers has received a great deal of  attention in recent years. See, 

for example, Ann Farnsworth-Alvear, “Talking, Fighting, Flirting: Workers Sociability in Medel-

lin Textile Mills, 1935–1950,” in   The Gendered Worlds of  Latin American Women Workers  . See also 

Elizabeth Quay Hutchinson,   Labors Appropriate to their Sex  . 
   5  GDP measures the value of  all goods and services produced in the national economy in a single 

year. 

   6  This analysis is drawn from Victor Bulmer Thomas. 

   7  In Mexico a series of  domestic measures, including the privatization of  land (which put land 

and labor on the market), and the suppression of   alcabalas  (taxes that placed barriers to internal 

trade), produced a growth rate of  2.3 percent per year 1877–1910, doubling per capita income. 

   8  An excellent example of  this can be found in Greg Grandin, “Can the Subaltern Be Seen? Photog-

raphy and the Affects of  Nationalism,”  Hispanic American Historical Review  84:1 (2004), 83–111. 

   9  In this, they were unlike about one-third of  the students in the school, who fl ed.  

 5 Signs of Crisis in a Gilded Age  

   1  See his book,  Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity  (Minneapolis: University 

of  Minnesota Press, 1995). 

   2  Millennial movements generally mix deep religious devotion, a sense that the end of  the world 

as we know it is at hand, and rebellion. Mexico had its own millennial movements, including 

Tomochic in 1892. 

   3  This concept alerts us to the ways that economic systems based on private property and free 

markets have the capacity to transform social relations that had previously operated by different 

logics. 

   4  I draw here from William Roseberry’s concept of  hegemony. William Roseberry, “Hegemony 

and the Language of  Contention,” in Gilbert Joseph and Daniel Nugent (eds.),  Everyday Forms 
of  State Formation: Revolution and the Negotiating of  Rule in Modern Mexico  (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 1994), 355–366. 

   5  Consider the role that the raising of  the U.S. fl ag at Iwo Jima in 1945, and Chief  Nguyê

a
n Ngo. c 

Loan’s execution a Viê.t Cô.ng offi cer in 1968, have had in in encapsulating World War Two and 

the Vietnam War. 

   6  Miners were, of  course, a distinct part of  this group, and in some regions factories were built in 

rural areas. Plantation agriculture, which tended to be highly mechanized and specialized, could 

also be included. Miners and rural workers did take part in various labor movements. Several 

important strikes during this era took place at mines (e.g., Cananea, Mexico, 1906). 

   7  In all, two million immigrants came to Argentina between 1870 and 1910, mostly from Spain and 

Italy. The rural working class remained largely Argentine born, while the urban proletariat was 

largely foreign born. 

   8  In 1914 there were only 110,000 Jews in Argentina, out of  a total national population of  7.9 

million. 

   9  At the time, British investment in Latin America was still greater, at $5.8 billion, but the United 

States was clearly on its way to overtaking the British.  

 6 Commerce, Coercion, and America’s Empire  

   1  We use the term “American” here to describe the United States. There has been considerable 

debate among scholars about its merit in recent years. Some have substituted North American or 

some other term because they fi nd the very term imperialistic (we leave aside how Mexicans and 

Canadians feel about the use of  North American in this context). I use the term for two reasons. 
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