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* John Charies Chasteen

JNTRODUCTION

i Writing, urbanism, and the state have had a special
| relationship in Latin America. To impost order pn vast
| empires, the Iberian monarchs created precodious ur-
Mt ban nctworksh\ca?_cﬁﬂly p[an_ncd with pen and paper,
their geo ded by dctalled written instruc instruc-
tions. Ncw Cities housed both the InsAtatons of state powe power and rand the
writers who dealt in edicts, memoranda, reports, and all the official
correspondence that held the empire together. So began close, en-
( during links of large importance in Latin American life and literature,
\a nexus of lettered culture, state power, and urban locanon that An-

gcl Rama calls I ciudad letrade, the icttcrcd city.! d[;

~The brolkers of this relationship were a group of men called!fetra-
do — a “lettered” elite closely associated with the institutions of state
and.invariably urban in orientaton. Written documents articulated
the Spanish and Portuguesc empires, ideologically and organically,
and their ability to write the official language of empire gave the
letrados privileged access 1O power. Imagine them: bearded and

o

1. Rama chose the phrase ke ciudad letrada, the lettered city, for his key

interpretive construct instead of the alternative ke ciudad de las letvas, the city of
letters. “The city of letters” suggests a less exclusive meopolis, inhabited by signs

and all those who can manipulate them, Significantly, Rama’s choice of words
emnphasizes the distinction besween the “lettered” and the merely “literate Al-
though generally preferring “the letrered city” (¢.g., in the title of the book), 1
have allowed for considerable stylistic variation and teated the two phrases as
equivalent. Another translation worth noting is John Beverey’s “the republic of
letrers? which effectively conveys the corporate spirit of the lerrados bur loses the
crucial reference to urbanism: John Beverley, Agains Litevature (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1993 ).

My thanks o Lucia Binotti for help with the French and Iralian passages.




registers of churches, where local curates maintained the only official
z records of births, marriages, and deaths. There were also private
. Jetters traveling back and forth across the Adantic by the hundreds

MOusands from the very beginning of colonization, but only a

grave, the letrados of the colonial period are privy to the theocratic
mysterics of empire. They can prove surprising things by quoting
irrefutable authorities in Latin or cut 2 quill to correspond with the
ministers of the king. The frock-coated lawyers of the nineteenth

cenrury, who quote English authorities more avidly than Latin ones tiny portion of them survive. Despite poetic exercises aplenty and
it during their parliamentary perorations, are the colonial letrados’ di- even some long treatises of various (mostly theological) kinds, writ-
i TS Mka rect successors as inhabitants of the lettered ity (whether or not they i ing tended to circulate in extrerely narrow, usually official, channels.
g ”\Muﬁl&?a ) descended from the same families), so are the 19208 city slickers '. Those who wrote had special access to the power of the colonial state
E“ g 41‘ ﬁj& 4 (‘“1 \‘ whose cars throw whole villages into an uproar as they jolt across a but also depended on the state for a livelihood. i {\ ,
fi 1“ kS \] Latin Amcncan gounn’ysidc less familiar to them than the streets of Rama’s discussion of the lettered city of the colonMd}gs &}
¢ L  Paris. ' - post-colonial continuities %gum_a_sgg into clear focus. Literacy a.g_gl V4
w Today, bundle after bundle of yellowed, frayed-edged archival - cducation expanded graﬁuaﬂy but remained the possessions of a ?\ﬂ\ﬂ \b(fl‘f-
,: IE'|| documents ic in dusty, silent stacks throughout whar was the Span- ; /privileged few until the end of the nineteenth century. Stil, national " -;'ﬁw
i ish or the Portugnese empire in America. If tropical humidity and i depéndence brought a new bustle to the letrered city. The pursuit P’CA #
. worms have been kept out, sturdy paper has often withstood the test and exercise of elective office had suddenly become a booming enter- vy
§|| of time fajrly well —~ nmuch better than electronic records will ever do, E prise, and it was open only to the lettered. The letrados would now /
#‘l Carcful columos of darkeinked script are organized according to stan- ; give innumerably more speeches (usually of a ponderously rhetorical @ "1 B [ G f '}
gi dardized protocols of spacing, so that the main column often stands c kind, carefully written out beforehand, appealing to history and to o ! i
i quite off center, run up against the right edge of the page with a wide i the most respected “classical and modern authors” to advance their © |
i “ margin on. the left for notations as the document wends its way | arguments) and they now would write laws instead of merely apply- k _
,| throngh bureancratic channels. These are internal documents, 5o to - ing and interpreting them as before. The prestige of their language, Py . u{h i ;
‘I speak of the city of letters. Their capital letters with grand flourishes S nevertheless, came from its connection to a lettered culture centered ;| P
!} bespeak authority, and the undersigned claborate signatures serve as in Europe, just as bad been true in the colonial period. Meanwhile, !
!' guarantees of documentary authenticity. Here are the personnel rec- the letrados had also begun to exercise a new sort of influence as !
H ords of faithful (and unfaithful) burcaucrats and military men, peri- spokesmen of this or that group in the new public sphere of debate l‘
.| odic reports produced by a variety of official bodies and fancrion- 1 on issues of the #es publica. The result was a significant expansion of |
i aries, and petitions for pensions and for privileges of a thousand all sorts of publishing, most.especially that of the periodical press. I
il kinds—to be considered white, to purchase a title of nobility, to ' Rama shows ho@laycd an essential role in the evo-
, avoid capital punishment. Then, of course, there are the records of _ lution of the lettered city, particularly in the slow process whereby
‘: nowaries and of the many judges who handled so many functions of some lerrados eventually made themselves economically indepen-
| governance: criminal trials, divisions of inheritance, and intermina- : dent of the state. Ephemeral publications of various kinds multiplied

startlingly in the wake of independence— not everywhere, of course,
but especially in capital cities where letrados congregated. Many
| sheets were short-lived productions of a single person who aimed to
.i‘:_ promote a political cause rather than to provide news. Even the more

|| ble fawsuits.

" As Rama points out, writing was an everyday practice in the
lettered city. Administrative and judicial documents are the principal
| surviving embodiment of that - practice. Other vestiges are the parish
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, substantial newspapers did lirde reporting of local events in the early
i nineteenth century, devoting vastly more space and emphasis to poli-
‘g! tics, commerce, and affairs of state, with 2 novel published by install-
i ment at the bottom of the page. During the second half of the nine-
teenth century, newspapers multiplied rapidly outside the capital
cities, so that by the end of the century even quite small towns might
have a couple of biweeklies, single sheets folded to make four pages,
mostly ads on pages three and four. Today they slouch against each
other in bindings weakened by age, and the brirtle newsprint of the
late nineteenth century — ironically much more fragile than the archi-
val documents of the sixteenth or seventeenth century—has not
lasted well. The huge format adopted by many of the period’s major
dailies makes them especially fragile. The pages of many collections
cannot be turned withour shattering, and many others have already
crumbled into Juigt. e
P What aboutbookst What, in a word, abort litgmrurz?\ € same
{ letrados who drew up legal documents, deli¥ered—pitriotic ha-
\ rangues, and aired their partisan opinions day after day in the news-
n i paper alsowrote the essays, fiction, and verse that t compose the vari-
ons national literary canons of Latin America. The ritles of many of
the first books published in the region are indicative of the letrados®
activities in other venues. The Relation of the case bronght against Col.
don Fabio José Muines for & supposed insult inferved by the press agninst the
honor of individuals who were officers of the Volunteers for Liberty Bap-
talion (1840), for example, scems the lawyerly sort of document that
might formerly have been sent to the king but was now addressed to
the court of public opinion. And, no matter how practical minded his
other writings, cach young Jetrado.must. publish. his own slender,

(3t polgnant volume of poerry (though it be at his own expense) as a

™

testimony to his coming of age. It was normal for the same man—a
sometime clected representative and lifetime inhabitant of the let-
tered city—to author a wide array of books: stirring portraits of
founding heroes and vitriolic condemnations of tyrants; pragmatic
treatises on the advisability of planting alfalfa; dredging harbors,
requiring vac@ations for sma.].lpgx, or [imiting the number of pro-

X Imtvoduction

fessional degrees granted each year; fictional works (novels running
the garnut from romanticism to naturalism, collections of short sto-
ries first published in the newspaper); and theatrical literarure, in-
cluding plays that caused a sensation, plays that closed on the third
night, and plays that were never performed at all. Like the periodical
press, the volume of book production rose markedly, if not hugely,
in the immediate aftermath of independence, then expanded more
quickly (along with literacy rates) in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

Itis precisely the period from 1880 to 1920 that Rama examines in
greatest detail. During these years, ! the jettered aty reached out mnto
the country51dc © dcscnbc landscapcs, document follways, : and col-
Teet oral traditions —all usefl i the elaboration of officil natiopal
cultures and literatures. The letrered city thus ingorporated and ap-
propriated popular culture more than ever before. At the same time,
the advance of public education facilirated the inculcation of social
norms conceived by, and particularly benefiting, the lettered elite. Yet
wider literacy created a market for periodicals and books that enabled
som¢ writers—formerly held in thrall by wealthy paans-or-state._
sinecures —to shake off their economic dependence on the state and
escape its tutelage. For the first time, writers could leave the lettered
Gify; 50 to speak, and write from outside it. Now they could even
publish condemnations of the letrados’ monopoly on the written
word and pursue agendas that led toward more inclusive, more dem-
ogratic definitions of national community. Therefore, refore, Rama aban-
dons the bold, simple lines with which he sketched the creation of the
lettered city and its success in weathering the transition from a colo-
nial to a post-colonial order to paint, in the closing chapters, a fully
textured portrait of the complex —sometimes contradictory —cul-
tural reverberations of “modernization” and nationalism.

The paradigmatic clarity of the interpretation naturally wanes
as Rama gives more attention to particular currents and counter-
currents. The stark initial view of writing as an instrument of state
power, for example, is partly offsct by an optimistic assessment of the

‘Vi liberating potential of inclusive nationalism and public education.
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) conducted, at least parrially, in writing, Just how this occurs is not
' entirely explained, however.
Rama makes most vigorous use of the concept of the lettered city
at the outset, when lireracy yyas virtually synonymous with elevated
socml status. During the colonial period the letrados were a handful
of hteratc _ white, uppcr-class males who stood almost_inevitably
within reach of the ‘social fevers of f power. Graduaﬂy, however, the
ardc of literacy widened’ bcyond a handful of of European administra-
tors, and the socxal boundancs of th thc lcrtcrcd  city become less pre-
cise. By the nineteenth century, there were some~—not a large por-
tion of the population, by any means, but some — non-elite men and
, women who had learned to read and write and yet lacked access to
" the power and privileges associated with the lettered city. Conversely,
some who did gain power and influence around the turn of the
twenteth century were engineers, physicians, or agronomists whose
training emphasized applied science rather than rhetoric, literature,
history, or law. Tt becomes rather r difficult, by the end, to know who
should be included in the lettered city. city. This is, after all, a posthumous
book, and Rama’s untimely death may be responsible for the inger-
pretation’s gradual loosening and relative lack of closure. T
Rama’s powerful interpretive construct nevertheless integrates
the book, and it potentially integrates much else, as well, by obliging
us to contemplate long-term continuities and allowing us to perceive
unexpected relationships among, for example, a notarized deed, a
regionalist short story, and the nomenclature of city streets. It shows
how literature is embedded in history, provides a basic map of the
historical sociology of writing, and abounds in particular insights
about everything from colonial graffiti to the novels of the Mexican
Revolution. Any student of Latin American literature or cultural
studies must explore the implications of the lettered city, as should
anyone who wonders how Iberian empires were created and main-
tained, anyone mystified by the dynamics of post-independence poli-
tics, or anyone fascinated by the complex historical relationship be-
tween European and Latin American culture. In short, Tz Lettered

" Indeed, the clitist citadel of letters finally succumbs to an insurgcncy]
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City offers a conceptual reader’s guide for virtually everything written
in Latin America between 1500 and 1920.

The Lettered City should be a required-text particularly for those
exploring the phenomenon of(cultural hcgcmDA.s an aspect of

[ rule, cultural hegemony implies an mclm:cmcss that differentiates it

from the total dominance of superior coercive force. Often, hcgc-

S et Sv*ﬁ) -

mony involves a vigorous give-an and-take between those who exercise
power and those who resist it, but the outcome is always some mea-
sure of consent. Rule by the privileged few, characteristic of most of
Latin America for half a millennium, seldom succeeds for long with-
out widespread consent. Recently, and for readily understandable

_reasons, interprerers of Latin America have preferred to dwell on the

story of popular resistance w1thm thls largcr picture. Resistance stud-
ies offer the stirring and salutary message that the people of Latin
America have often tenaciously defied exploitative rule. Popular rc~’] /
sistance is inspiring, but it is not the whole story. The full annals of
cultural hegemony make more sobering butTioess vital reading and
oblige us to contcmplatc the hegemonidpower hat operates at the
- level of people’s basic assumpuons The most devastating effects of
cultural hegemony occur when hierarchies of race and class, for ex- e
amplc are made to appear aspects of the natural order rather than
rcsults of a project of domination. The prestige of “lettered™ culture
sprang precisely from such a hegemonic effect. Those ousside the
spell of the letrados® language can casily sneer at their overblown
rhetoric, and twentieth-century fiction often satirizes it. On the other
hand, whether in Mexico or Brazil or Rama’s native Uruguay, rare is
the literary depiction of a self-important letrado that does not also
indicate the awe generally attached to the language of power.
Therefore, although “Latin America” is too large and diverse to
be a useful category for many sorts of analysis, Rama has good reason
to use it hcrc Indeed, his cmpha315 on the colomal ‘origins of the

a coherent colonizing project of co_rmncntal proggmons The pa:al
lel developments highlighted by Rama for the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries also amply justify panoramic vistas, and Rama is

Introduction  xiil
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properly attentive not only to consistent patterns but also to varia-
tions within them. Nevertheless, as is probably inevitable despite his
impressive breadth of knowledge, he tends to understand the region
principally through the parts of it that he knows best. He rakes exam-
ples most frequently from.the Rio de la Plata, and there is also some-
thing Rioplatense in his general emphasis on the rural/urban Qfmh“?}:

_omy, in the stress he lays on expanding literacy at the beginning of
the twentieth century, and in the relatively minor roles played in
his interpretation by indigenous populations. In addition, Rama’s
discussion of imperial urban utopias hardly applies to Portuguese
America at all. Brazilian sertlements showed a greater tendency to
spring up info&na.].ly; where trade roots intersected or natural har-
bors beckoned, and the checkerboard street plan typical of Spanish
American cities did not govern the layout of colonial Brazilian cities.
The soctal exclusivity of the letrered city, on the other hand, was even
more marked in Brazil than in much of Spagish America, making
Rama’s interpretation quite relevant to understanding Brazilian lirer-
ature and history. -

All generalizations have exceptions, but without generalizing one
simply cannot get very far in making sense of large, complex aspects
of collective experience. Overall, Rama’s interpretation gains much
from its audacious assertions and its bold atrempt tO span centuries
and embrace so much of the hemisphere. Had he been more timid,
the lettered city might have long remained a dimly perceived curi-
osity, tentatively remarkeéd in reference to isolated phenomena in one
country or another, and not at all what Rama has given us: a basickey
to understanding the literarure and history of an entire world region.
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THE ORDERED CIiry
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From the remodeling of Tenochtitlén after its destruc-
tion by Herndn Cortés in 1521, to the 1960 inaugura-
-tion of that most fabulous dream city of the Americas,
Licio Costa’s and Oscar Niemeyer's Brasflia,, Laun
: American dities have ever been creations of the b mmd Thc
] ideal of the city as the embodiment of social order corresponded to a
' _ moment in the development of Western civilization as a whole, but
\. only the lands of thé new continent afforded a propitious place for
i } the dream of the “ordered city” to become a rcahty .

Over the course of the sixteenth century, the Spanish conquerors
became aware of having left behind the distribution of space and the

| way of life characteristic of the medieval Iberian cities —° ‘organic,”

[ rather than “ordered” —where they had been born and raised. Grad-

: ualiy and with difficulty, they adapted themselves to a frankly ra
tionalizing vision of an urban future, one that ordained a planncd
and repetitive urban landscape and also rcqulrcd thét its mhabltants
e organized to meet increasingly stringent requirements of coloni-
zation, administration, commerce, defense, and religion.

Upon crossing the Atlantic ocean, they had passed from an old
continent to a “new” one and had also entered 2 different era, ani-
mated by an expansive and ecumenical sort of capitalism still charged
with a medieval sense of mission. Lhe avenues toward this new era of
Western culture had been opened by the Renaissance spirit of its
sixteenth-century designers but would be perfected only later by the
absolute monarchies. The absolutist Furopean nation states of thc
geventeenth and eighteenth centuries cnjoyed the full support of re-
_hg;ﬁmﬁs'azumnons and focused their power at the royal“cgm seck-
ing to impose from there 3 hierarchical d.tsaphnc "on the rest of so-

ey

Mendoza
I (Ministerio de Educaciin y Cultura, Avchive General de Indins.)
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ciety. The points oiancturc»Bctwccn the ideal ordering impulse and i w”é The Jmposmon of these ideas in the sixteenth and sev-
i the existing soaal r?i.h‘fy produced an enduring urban model: the enteenth centuries corresponds to that crucial moment in Western
i 1]33-‘0‘]11‘3 c T 0 culture when, as Michel Foncaulr has sagaciously perceived, words ¥
Chis ordcnng impulse could do relatively little to transform the : began to scparate from things, and people’s understanding of episte- 4, ... - -
old cities of Europe, where the stubbornly marerial sediments of mology changed from one of tadic conjuncture to the binary rela- b Lot 1 c.\k

the past encumbered the flight of a designer’s fancy, but it found a tionship expressed in the Logigue of Port Royal, published in 1662,

L o
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unique opportunity in the virgin territory of an enormous continent.
There, native urbanistic values were blindly erased by the Iberian
conquerors to create a supposedly “blank slate.” though the outright
denial of impressive indigenous culrures would not, of course, pre-

theorizing the independence of the “order of signs”™ The cites of
Spanish America, the societies that were to inhabit them, and the
“lettered” interpreters of them developed together in a time when
signs became no longer “direct representations of the world, linked

Ui Wf 12 vent them from surviving quietly to infiltrate the conquering culture ; to it by secret, solid ties of likeness or affinity with what they repre-
later.2 Having cleared the ground, the city builders erected an edifice -:5:23 sent.’ and began instead “to signify from within a body of knowij
that, even when imagined as a mere transposition of Furopean ante- : edge” and “to take from it their probability or certainty”™

cedents, in fact represented the urban dream of a new age. The cities
of Spanish America were the first material realization of that dream,
giving themn a central role in the advent of world capitalism.?
Although the conquerors appended the adjective new to familiar
regional names (New Spain, New Galicia, New Granada) in desig-

From that flow of knowledge sprang forth the jdeal cities of the
. Iberian empires” American vastness. Their ordering principle re-

|

§ vealed itself as a hierarchical society transposed by analogy into a

_hierarchical design of urban space. Irwas notthe real socety that was

transposed, of course, bur its 6rga.mzcdﬁ’orm , And not into the fabric

nating portions of their recently acquired territory, and though they of the living city, but merely into its ideal layout, so that,in the geo-
vacillated initially under the lingering influence of Iberian cities like ) , [ metrical distribution we can read the social morphology of the e plan-
those from which they had originally set out, they did not reproduce ners. “This Chis conversion was.made possible by the advancing project of | 174
those cities in America#* Gradually, through trial and error, they rationalization. The untrammeled rationalizing urge demanded sim-
filtered the legacy of the past through the clarifying, rationalizing, ‘flar BExiBility in the order of signs. Rationalization also required a

L and systematizing experience of colonization, in the “stripping down coucentration of power to implement the directives of the rational-

R e S R ST

process” described by George M. Foster® Thus, the patterns of ur-
banization that they had known firsthand at home were superseded

izers. That power was already visibly temporal and hurnan, although

it cloaked and legitimared itself ideologically in celestial absolutes, as ?
power will do. Such lcgmmatlon had long been provided by religion, | -

bt 2 RO ,

in America by ideal models implemented with routine uniformity in

accordance with the vastness and systematic planning of the imperial ¥ lf. but when the rehgmus ‘masks Of power were shattcrcd, stately secular | {lioye (g
enterprise. L ideologies soon substituted them. Ina  like manner, cffort:s to- lcgm— ‘5; ! g I,".ﬁw
1 art07 " The ideas of The Republic, revived by Renaissance humanism, mate existin OWC I rclauons havc always bccn thc grcat sourcc of [
AREEN " arrived in America through the same Neoplatonist cultural channels ncw 1dcolog1cs

i - that guided the advance of Iberian capitalism. And with Neoplatonic

“The lexical key to the entire imperial system was the Janus-faced

i idealism came the influence of the quasi-mythical Hippodamus,
Grcck father of the ideal city—especially his “confidence that the

proccsscs of reason couid impose measure and order on every human

2 The Ordeved City

word ordey; symptomatically ambiguous in grammarical gender (el

ovden or ln ovden)), a concept pursued equally by the church, the army,
and the administrative bureaucracy of the Iberian empires. Accord-

The Ordered City 3
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ing to the reccived definitions of the day, order meant: “putting

things in their places; concert and harmonious disposition among’

things; the rule or mode to be observed in producing things” Pursuit
of order lay at the heart of the systems of classification (like natural
history, architecture, and gc:omcgy) that then loomed so large in the
corpus _of knowledge. The word onder recurs obsessively in the in-
structions imparted in 1513 by the king, or rather by his council of
advisers, to Pedrarias Ddvila, leader of a Spanish expediton that
pushed beyond the conquistadors’ original foothold in the Carib-
bean once accommodation to the New World environment had
readied them for further violent expansion and colonization. Ir is
worthy of emphasis, though hardly surprising, that the instructions
framed the entire enterprise in terms of Spanish colonial interests,
establishing from the very first a coastal orientation and a string of
port cities that would, centuries later, undermine attempts at na-
tional integration in not a few independent states. Point mumber
seven of the instructions fixed the following guidelines for cities to be
founded on the new continent:

Having ascertained whar things are necessary for the settlements and having
chosen the site most advantageous and abundantly provided with all things neces-
sary to those who will settle therein, distribute rown lots for the construction of
houses, in ¢rderly fashion, according to the quality of the recipients, so thar, once
constructed, the town will appear well-ordered as regards the space designared for
the central plaza, the location of the church, and the placement of the strects;
because where such grders are given from the outser, opderly resules will follow
without undue cost and effort, and in other places arder will never be achieved.®

Thus, beyond the immediate needs of urban )glannmg, ration-
alized cities reflected a vision of the future. The transfcrcncg of an
1@@50%&dmdac_physmau@1typf~thc ncwly‘foundcd
gities required the previous cultural elaboration of ratiopalizing sym-
bolic Ia.nguagcs - The }Sizal directives sought quirte explicitly to pro-
gram cvcntual social development in accord with the vision of the ra-

tionalizers, and they were aided in this endeavor by the period’s most
abstract symbolic language mathcmati@ The methods of analytical

4 The Ordered City
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geometry had recently been extended to all areas of human endeavor
by Descartes, who regarded them as the only vahdwuncrrmg and
uncontaminated —tools of reason.
When applied to urban planning in Spanish America, the result
{ was the ubiquitous checkerboard grid that has endured practically
}' until the present day. Other geometric designs might have affected
/' the same transference of sodal ideal into urban reality. Circular plans
( constituted a frequent option in Renaissance thinking, derived from
/ the teaching of Vitruvio and visible in the works of Ledn Batista
Alberti, Jacopo Barozzi Vignola, Antonio Arvelino Filareta, and An-
/" drea Pallacio, among others.*? The circular layout responded to the
l\' same regulating principles as the checkerboard: unity, planning, and
/ rigorous order reflecting a social hierarchy. Circular plans perhaps
conveyed even more precisely than square ones the social hierarchy
desired by the planners, with governing authority located at the cen-
ter and the living spaces assigned ro respective social strata radiating
from the center in concentric circles. Both designs were simply varia-
tions of the same conception, in which the application of reason
unposed a specific, ordcr.on social rcahty through the engmccx‘s taut

frcqucntly spccxﬁed vcrbamm
As Michel Foucault observed, “what made the classical episteme
[ possible as a whole, of course, was its relationship to 2 knowledge of
order®? In the case of cities, that mdlspcg_aablc knowledge resulred
in the principle of urban planning. The E@hghtcnmcnt that epoch of
faith in rational operations, further strengthcncd and institutional-
ized the planning impulse, and concern over the outcomes of urban
planning eﬁcitcd;ﬁcd commentary on its designs, its procedures,
and above all, its guiding philosophies.'?

More important than the much-discussed grid design are the
general principles behind it, directing a whole series of transmitted
directives (from Spain to America, from the governing head to the
physical body of the city) so that the distribution of urban space
would reproduce and confirm the desired social order. But even
more important is the principle postulated in the quoted directives of

The Ordered City 5
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," the king: before anything may be built, the city must bc‘:im@im in
t order to avoid circumstances that mighe interfere with its-erdained
) norms. The notion thar stanitory order must be constituted at the
outset to prevent future disorder alludes to the peculiar virtue of
i [,, ,Signs: to remain unalterable despite the passage of time and, at least
7 W H' hypothetically, to constrain changing reality in a changeless rational
\0[(‘ I jﬁ framework. Operating on these principles, the Iberian empires estab-
lished rigid procedures for founding new cites and then extended

them methodically across vast stretches of fime and space.
A Before their appearance as material entities, cities had to be con-
ol \&b structed as symbolic represchtations. Therefore, the permanence of
U}f\v_ a the whole depended on the umnutablhty of the signs themselves—
\J ¥ on the words that transmitred the will to build the city in accordance
with the stipulated norms —and also on the diagrams that translared
the will into graphic terms. Without drawn plans the mental image
created by the written directives was more likely to suffer permarta-

: tions owing tojlocal conditions or to inexpert execution{ Thinking the
\\ _city was the function of these symholic systems, and their growing

’}ﬁk V™| autonomy suited them increasingly to the manipulations of absolute
aur.hortty

The- conquerors still asserted territorial claims throtigh rituals

impregnated with magic, but now they required a-writer 6f some

sort (ascribe, a notary, a chronicler) to cast their foundational acts in

the form of imperishable signs. The resulting scripture had the high

& ‘K)& ‘k function reserved to notarfal documents, which according to the

\qu Spanish formula, give witness or “faith™ to the acts they rccord The

V4 prcancnvc from the written v word thus bcgan its

portentous imperial career on the American continent. -

[ In Latin America, the written word became the only dinding

‘Q«)\J& W( one—in contradistinction to the spoken word, which belonged to
v S; ' \ the realm of things precarious and uncertain. Ir even scemed plausi-
¢ N[( ¢ ble that (contrary to Saussure) spoken language derived from writ-
v ten language rather than vice versa, Wriring boasted a permanence, a
kind of autonomy from the material world, that imitated eternity and
appeared free from the vicissitudes and metamorphoses of history.

6 The Ovdeved Cizy

Above all, writing consolidated the political order by giving it rigor-
ously elaborated culrural expression. Over the framework provided
by linguistic discourse, the planners stretched the canvas of graphic
design. Not subject to the semantic multiplicity of words, this second
layer of signs surpassed thc virmie of the ﬁrsr. as an inswrument of
city) with the rcprcscntanon (the drawing) in haughty indepen-
dence from mundane realitics, as period dcscnpmons reveal, Of the
1535 founding of Lima by Pizarro (so criticized among thinkers of a
later independent Peru), we learn thar the city “was laid out and
established according to the plan, and the drawing of it, which had
been done on paper”

Drawn plans have always been the best examples of operative
cultural models. Behind their ostensible function as neutral registers
of reality lies an ideological framework thar validates and organizes
that reality, authorizing all sorts of intellectual extrapolations on the
model. Clifford Geertz makes recourse to this example to define
ideology as a cultural system,*® and it may be traced back to the
seventeenth-century Logigue of Port Royal, which sought to establish
a difference between “the ideas pertaining to things and those per-
taining to signs.” thereby codifying the modern notion. The Logigue
also appealed to the model represented by maps and drawn plans, in
which reality is somehow absorbed by the signs that stand for it:

When one considers an ogjcct in and of itself, within its own being, without
transferring the view of the spirit to that which it could represent, the idea one has
is the idea of a thing, like the idea of the carth or the sun. But when onc looks ata
certain object as merely referring to another, one has the idea of a sign, and so it
may be catled. Ordinarily, this is the way one regards maps or tableaux. Thus, 2
chrﬂscnmd, and the other, of the thj;Fg
_doing the representing — anditisin thc nature of signs that the first idea is evoked
by the scconu_d‘pl";’ T
L=

In order to sustain their argument, the Logigue’s authors Arnauld
and Nicole must first suppose that the object will be perceived as
a sign, a basic thought operation that does not depend on the dia-
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grams themselves. Furthermore, the authors do notadmit the degree
to which the diagrams—along with their function of representing
something else —acquire a certain autonomy of their own. Among
the principles they derive from the discussion, Amanld and Nicole
conclude that signs possess 4 permanence remote from the limited
lives of things. As long as a sign exists its immutability is guaranteed,
even though the object represented may have been destroyed long
since—hence the unalterability of the universe of signs, not_sub-
ject to. physical decay but only o the operations of hermencutics.

. “One could conclude that the nature of signs consists in stimulating,

within the mind, the image of the thing represenred by the applica-
tion of the thing doing the representing. As long as the effect con-
tinues, that is to say, as long as the double idea is evoked, the sign
endures, even though the thing represented may iuself have been

- destroyed ™ From here, it is ¢casy to invert the process: instead of
, representing things already existing, signs can be made to represent

| things as yet only imagined —the ardently desired objects of an age

J Lthat displayed a special fondness for utopian dreams. Thus, the ma-

nipulation of signs opened the way to a futurism characteristic of the
modem era, an attitude that has attained an almost delirfous apothe-
osis in our own day. The dreams of a future order served to perperu-

& i:atc the reigning political power and its attendant social, economic,
(EBUM

RO

and cultural structures. In addition, any discourse raised in opposi-
tion to the reigning power was required, henceforth, to establish
credibility by presenting an alternative dream of the firrure.
Accordingly, from the time of their foundation the imperial cities
of Latin America had to lead double lives: on one hand, 2 material life
inescapably subject to the flux oF constraction and destruction, the.
ﬂ_’pulsW of restoragion and renovation, and the circumstan-
tial intervention of human agency; on the other hand, a symbolic life,
subject only to the rules governing the order of signs, which enjoy a

T A s . i i A s £

istabiligyi un};@fus tg,glchaqcmdcnts of the phxsmal world Before be-
coming a material reality of houses, strc_cv'-cﬂs_mand plazas, which could
be constructed only gradually over decades or centuries, Latin Amer-

ican cities sprang forth in signs and plans, already complete, in the

8  The Ovdered City

documents that Jaid their statutory foundations and in the charts and
plans that established their ideal designs. These visions rarely escaped
the pitfall of rationalized furares, the fatal principle of mechanical
rcg1ﬂanty that Thomas More exemplified and lomﬁcd in_his own

ppibiererbe ST b

'- -~ all, so cxactly ahkc are they, except where thc nature of the ground
,} prcvents f L

W -
P nmsci e oo e ]};V La

The dreams of architects (Alberti, Filarete, and Vitruvio) and
designers of utopias (More, Campanella} came to little in material
terms, but they formﬁcd the order of s1gns, cxtcndmg thc thetori-

order on sprawlmg empires. Bom of circumstandes-
age, the influence ‘of these urbanistic designs far outlasted it. Such is
the nature of the order signs that it privileges potentiality over reality,
creating frameworks that, if not erernal, have Jasted at least undl the
late twentieth century. Even more rooted has been the capacity of the
order of signs, in moments when its old formulas appear exhausted,
to rearticulate itself, preserving and even strengthening its central

principle of hierarchy amid new historical circumstances. /
&

This _capacity.of the order. of signs.to.configure the future was
complemented symmetrically_by..an_ability to_erase the past. The

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, far from effectinga, renaissance

of classicism, transported it to the universe of pure form, and thus -‘\'U L
Jstablished the splendorous first aﬂturalGnodcl)of modernity, har-

binger of the grander transubstantiation “of the past that would
be propagated by cighteenth- and nineteenth-century historicism.
Renaissance palingenesis facilitated European seaborne expansion
much as, a few hundred years later, Enlightenment palingenesis laid
the foundation of European world domination. In their rewritings
of the past, according to Peter Gay’s sympathetic description, histo-
rians of the period contributed to a larger systematic effort “ro scc:urc‘]
rational control of the world, reliable knowledge of the past, freedom
from the pervasive domination of myth ™6 -

Modern historians, economists, and philosophers increasingly
recognize the tremendous impact that the “discovery” and coloniza-

The Ordered City 9

e s d

piaian povow N uivw.o/ loceiny

o ..

eve v



ton of America had on the development of Europe— not merely in
sociocconomic bur also in cultural terms. One could say that the
American continent became the! cxpcrnncntal ﬁcgtor the formula-

" tion of 2 Dew v Baroque culture. “The first methodical apphcatmn of

| i ki Attt

i Baroque ideas was carried out by absolute monarchies in their New
| World empires, applying rigid principles - abstraction, rationaliza-

0
| Wﬂon —and opposing all local 1l expressions of par- wﬂ

et s ot

! ticularity, imagination, or invenrion. The ovcrbcanng power of thc»(“}p

order of signs became most intense in those regions that much later
received the name Latin America. Gathered together and cloaked by
thc absolute conccpt called “Spirit,” the 31gns allowcd their masters to

onnr s e

rior, self-legitimating position, where unfettered imagination could
require reality to conform to abstract whimsy. This notion did not
stem merely from the need to build cities, of course, although cides
were its privileged settings, the artificial enclaves in which the auton-
omous system of symbolic knowledge could function most effica-
ciously. The planned urbanism of America was simply the most nota-

ble concrete application of Baroquc culrmral patterns that achieved

rhclr - apogee under the absolutist monarchy of Spam and generally
permeated the social life of its pcnmsular and. Amcncan sub;ccrs

The style of the Spanish Conquest contributed to the freestand-
ing character of the resulting urban centers. In the words of Pierre
Chaunu, the mainland was “opened, explored, and roughly seized
during the three initial decades of the sixteenth century at an insane
rhythm, never equaled™” Quite contrary to the pattern of an incre-
mentally advancing frontier of settlement (as in the carly coloniza-
tion of Brazil or in the expansion of the United States'8) the Spanish
Conquest was a frenctic gallop across continental immensities —
along nearly ten thousand kilometers of mountains, rivers, and tropi-
cal forests —leaving in its wake a scattering of cities, isolated and
practically out of communication from one another, while the terri-
tory between the new urban centers continued to be inhabited al-
most solely by the dismayed indigenous populations. A mere thirty
years clapsed between the founding of Panama City by Pedrarias

10 The Ovdered City
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Divila and the founding of the city of Concepcidn (in the south of
Chile) by Pedro Valdivia. In the mechanism of military domination,
the urban network functioned to provide, first, bases for successive
forays of conquering forces, and then, relay stations for the transmis-
sion of subsequent imperial directves. By 1550, colonial govcrn-
ments centered in Mexico and Peru had already begun to implement
the orders of their respective viceroys, charged with the duty to “pre-
serve in the New World the charismatic character of royal authority,
based on the belief that the king ruled by the grace of God™?

The conquest trinmphandy imposed its cities on a vast and un-
known hinterland, certifying and reiterating the Greek conception
tg_a_t_gggmstcd the civilized inhabitants of the polis to the barbarous
denizens of the counuysx_aig:@l‘ he urbapization of Spanish America
* did not recapitulate the process that had constitured the European
norm, however. Instead, that process had been precisely inverted.

ther than stemming from agrarian growth that gradually created \
an urban market and trade center, nural development here followed |
the creation of the city, which, though initially tiny, was often situ- }
ated in a fertile, well-watered valley with a view to encouraging agri- |
culture. “I admit my fascination” declared Fernand Braudel, “with
the history of these [Spanish] American towns settled before the
countryside or at least simultaneously with it”?* Having instituted
these towns and cities according to preestablished norms, Spanish
imperial designs frequently resulted in the forced urbanization of
settlers who, in their Iberian homeland, had been rural people, many
of them never more to return to agararian occupations. From the
outset, then, urban life was the Spanish American ideal, no marter
how insignificant the settlement where one lived. All now aspired
to be hidalgos —minor nobility with the title don attached to their
niarmes - disdaining manual labor and lording it over their slaves and
over the indigenous inhabitants who had been entrusted to them by
the crown. These urban dwellers had the responsibility of organizing
the agricultural production of the surrounding countryside, and they
sought to generate wealth as quickly as possible through merciless
exploitation of their coerced labor force. Urbanization and nouveaux
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riches went together, and smaller centers (especially mining towns),
100, had more than their share of conspicuous consumption. Vicere-
- gal edicts officially restricting the use of carriages, horses, and silken
garments failed to check the raging appetite for hwauries that, once set
as a cultural model by the opulent conquistadors themselves, con-
. tinued to be imitated by the whole society, including the poorest

. among the city dwellers, as colorfully described by seventeenth-
* century traveler Thomas Gage. 22 ~7 74« ?M/z;}, ﬁ,j/f}
The Baroque cities created by this inopportune expansion did
not, of course, function in a total vacuum. Fernand Braudel points
out in his notable work outlining the early development of world
capitalism that “capitalism and economy marched together and inter-
penetrated on¢ another, yet remained distinct™? Similarly, these
“unreal” cities, more than slightly detached from the surrounding
landscape, nevertheless took advanrage of indigenous social net-
works - their agricultural zones, their market centers, and above all,
their [abor power. By abruptly inserting their new possessions into

capitalist economy, the ‘Spanish_did_not complctcly obliterate the

fprccx;snng indigenous market economy, which continued to_func
tion in the background for centuric itherin dually. In-
I me be th€ source of the S fards’
aggressive accumulations of wealth and resources, revealing the ex-
fent of the extracrive violence introduced fnto indigenots commu-
nities by the conquest.
__The priority of urbanism within the colonizing project can be
} gauged by the durability of the Latin American urban idgal. Three
centuries after the conquest, in the early years of the region’s inde-
pendent nations, Domingo Faustino Sarmiento’s Facundo (1845)
continued to present cities as civilizing nodes in a countryside capa-
ble_of ¢ngendering only. barbarism. To Sarmiento, cities were the
only receptacles_capable_of accommodating the_culture which_he
wished to import from its European wellsprings (now those of Paris,
rather than Madnd) in order to construct a civilized society in Amers
ica. In order to achieve their ivilizing mission, the cities founded by
the Spanish and the Portuguese had ro dominate and impose certain

12 The Ovdered City
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(nonns on their savage surroundings. The first of these norms was an
edycation centered on literacy —-a true obsession of Sarmiento, who
devoted much of his life to seeing it instituted in his native Argen-

! tina. It was only half a century later, in the midst of urban Bra-

#il’s frontal assault on the culture of the countryside, that Euclides
da Cunha began to question the Eurocentric premises that he had
previously shared with the Argentine thinker. The resule was Os Ser-
ties (1902), da Cunha’s pessimistic account of the butchery at the
millenarian settlement called Canudos in the Brazilian backlands,
where military force that relied on imported European technology
ba:cly prevailed over the setdement’s rustic but determined defend-
! ers. The other side of city-led “modernization” had revealed itsclf
nakcdly and disagreeably.

unbridled sixteenth-century conquest aspired to become focal points

r Far from being mere trading posts, then, the cities created by the

L of ongoing colonization. Acfirst, they functioned —more defensively

than offensively --as fortresses, walled prccmcts where the spirit of
the polis could be distilled, protcctcd, ideologically elaborated, and
prepared to undertake. the superior civilizing responsibilities that it
was destined to fulfill. Not infrequently, literary texts transported
citdes to a “divine” plane. The sixteenth-century Mexican priest Fer-

( nin Gonzdlez de Eslava provides an cxample in his Cologuias es-

“‘

)

i
.
/|
A

pirituales y sacramenales when he describes the seven forts linking
Mexico City to the Zacatecas. silver-mines (thus securing the safe
' transport of mineral wealth to the viceregal capital) in texms that
k transform th r.hcm into nothing less than the seven sacraments. of the
| Catholicfaith...
Isolated armd vast, alien;- “and hoslnic spaces, the cities never-
theless undertook first to cvangchzc * and later to “cducatc_...thcu
- rural hinterlands. Although the first of these verbs was conjugated

through religious encrgies and the second by a secular and agnostic
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spirit, both referred to essentially the same enterprise of Eurocentric 7 p

transculruration. In order to accomplish these ends, Latin American
cities became the residences of viceroys, governors, and archbishops,
the seats of universities, high courts, and inquisitional tribunals, be-
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fore becoming home to the presidents and legislatures of indepen-
dent countries. Such instintions were obligatory instruments for the
creation and conservation of ordey; above all after two further ety-
mological derivations of that word —subordinate and insubordi-
nate—gained currency in the eighteenth century, accordmg to the

philology of Pere Corominas, P s . 7
chy

By definition, all order implies a perfectly'disciplined h ed' hlcra: 2
- s0 that Latin American citics emerged in stratified categories that,
notwithstanding the vicissitudes of the passing centuries, continued

rigidly keyed to each city’s greater or lesser links to the transoceanic
Sources of power. At the highest level were the viceregal capirals —

4Luna, Mexico City, and Rio de Janeiro chief among them; at the next
VH4¢V¢L the port cities visited regularly by the fleets that provided com-
munication with Europe; then the cities where the high courrs called
Audiencias were located. Finally, all of the other towns and villages of
the empire followed in descending order, forming a sort of pyramid.
Each city was subordinated to the higher-ranking urban centers that
lay nearby, and each extracted wealth from, and provided norms of
social behavior for, the rank below. Everyone knew that Madrid,
Lisbon, and Seville were located above the apex of this structure, but
practically no one ruminated that, at least in economic terms, other

European cities like Genoa or Amsterdam might stand higher still. =

Incessant conflicts over the geographical jurisdiction exercised
by the authorities of one city or another were merely symptoms of
struggles to establish or rearrange the pecking order among urban

centers. If, as Stanley and Barbara Stein have provocatively asserted, ~

Spain had already begun its decline by the time of the 1492 encoun-
ter, $0 that an Iberian capital like Madrid already functioned as an
economic periphery of metropolitan centers in other parts of Eu-
rope, then the cities of Latin America constituted the periphery of a
p__g_p_l:_xcry 2* A more rarified situation is difficult to imagine: a huge
urban network branching out from transatlantic roots that jealously
reserve all political power to themselves but exercise it, apparently, in

the service of higher powers, only dimly glimpsed. Our chief interest
is the urban culture of Latin America itself, but because it necessarily

14 The Ordered City
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rested on materigl foundations we must not overlook economic rela- = v
donships of dependency/Cultural production was affected at every £
turn — oftenrdeci 1s1vc1y-by_fo.cccs_;glpcgﬁ_grbumdc:smad_by peo- .M ?“:é
/é Plc in Latin America, even people in positions of authority, charged s49e )
. <
With executing orders of obscure logic and distant origin. Local Tocal ¥ = < -
authorities must often have appeared actors in a Rhantasmggoqc “-fg‘%";)ffj -
shadow play, disconnected from the immediate realities of material ‘ = 5 "22 r.w
hfc, responding, and appealing for justification, solely to the dic- 3 = “Qé_ e
“tates of the order of Sigos. Speaking of something as concrete as .5 = 5&:“3’2
PP IO [ &
slavery and other forms s of servitude, Braudel has pointed out that - <.::~v§‘:ag Z
they are “inherent in the reduction of a continent ro the conditon }‘i ',:w’f; —
of periphery, imposed by a 3 faraway.force, indifferent to the sacrifice ;:% 2 ;
of men, that moves according to the nearly mechanical logic of a «:.? 3 &5 &
world -economy”® T\ deaMem /, / Mo chaa e e
" The cultural structures of Latin America floated above this econ- j

omy, reproducing it in subtle ways. The most lucid minds of the
Tberian colonies tried to unveil the hidden workings of the system
by seeking its ultimate origins beyond the colonizing metropolis,
though their efforts were often condemned by institutional dictates
masquerading as public opinion. In his 1624 prologue, Creole au-
thor Bernardo de Balbuena shows that his life’s work, EI Bernardo,
had an Tralian model despite its Spanish subject. Two centuries later,
another Mexican, Justo Sierra, suggested avoiding the figurative wa-
ters of the “Spanish aqueduct” to draw inspiration instead from
French literary sources (the fountainhead not only of modernism but
of modernity itself ).

Like the huge majority of Latin American intellecruals, both Bal-
buena and Sierra were men of urban vocation. Both produced the
sort of literary texts that served as tacit plans for urban development | -~
in an impeccable universe of signs where the ideal city could be
imagined into existence —a model of the order that the urban citi-
zenry should strive to incarnate.
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THE CITY OF JETTERS

7 To advance the systematic ordering project of the ab-
solute monarchies, to facilitate the concentration and
hierarchical differentiation of power, and to carry out

Lann America required a specialized social group. Like a priestly
caste, this group had to be imbued with the consciousness of its lofty
ministry. If it lacked access to the metaphysical absolutes of other

priestly castes, this one at least enjoyed doﬁﬁnion over the subsidiary

absolutes of the universe of signs, organized in thc—scmcc ce of the v

monarchies beyond the sea. We will call this group\thc lettered c:aty” Vl-f{ i
The universe of signs oterlapped the sphere of mEtAphysics Sics for 2 /

long time, and ccclcsm{uc personnel played an important part

i the civilizing mission assigned to them, the cities of
the cioes ol

intellectuals until surrendering that role to laymen - profcssmnals

for the MOSE part— over.the. course.of the cighteenth ceury; /Two
dates signal the two centuries of overlap. The ﬁrst 1(_\ z\vhcn the
Jesuits arrived in Mexico, and the sccondﬁé% thn thcy were
cxpc]lcd from Spanish-controlled territory I\)? order of Charles III,
ha\;i.fxg already been cjected from Brazil a few years previously. The
American mission of the Society of Jesus, according to an early de-
scription by the Jesuit father Juan Sdnchez Baquero, differed from
the mission of the mendicant orders who worked at evangelizing
indigenous people. Although they did have some missions among
the indigenous inhabitants, the Jesuits sought above all to attend the
needs of the white “youths bom in this land, with facility and apt-
tude aplenty, for either good or ill” Because of the idle habits of these
young men of privilege, the colony “had neither cultivation of, nor
masters in, the exercise of letters” and “the schools were less well
attended than the public squares?” Sdnchez Baquero went on to pro-

'f‘

hﬁ'

vide an objective description of the wealthy young men whom he
hoped to orient toward the stady of philosophy and theology:

They grow up amid the easy abundance of their parents” houses, lulled by an
excessively benign climate, and nzmbed by constant idlencss (venom enough to
destroy any great republic, as history teaches). In this land, the scourge of idleness
has reached irs highest point, because all exercise of arms concluded with the
conquest and pacification, and as for occupation in the mechanical tades, it is
both inappropriate for such young men {whose just claims to nobility rest in their
fathers® decds or reach back further still} and unnccessary, as well, because of the
ready availability of land to provide them with a livelihood.!

The educational achievement of the Jesuit order constinuted 2 small
but not inconsequential part of the articulation of power in the colo-
nies following the decline of millenarianism among early evange-

: lizcrs likc the Franciscans The Jesuits trained specialists in thc ma-

! ecclesiastical structures in direct subordmauon to the mctropohs
{ This administrative functon established the norms for urban expan-

sion and determined the material characteristics that framed commu-
niry life.

The urban centers of Spanish and Portuguese America were for-
tress cities, port cities, pioneer cities on the frontiers of mvlhzanon,

but most importantly, they were seats of ad.rmmstranvc authority,

e e g et e A s ot e o

Within each visible city stood another, figurative one, that controlied
and directed it, and this less tangible “lettered city” was not less
girded by defensive walls nor less aggressively bent on a certain kind
of redemption. The lettered city acted upon the order of signs, and
the high priority of its function lent it a sacred aspect, freeing it from
subordination to ordinary circumstances and conferring, implicitly,
/ the priestly quality mentioned carlier. The order of signs appeared as

i the realm of the Spirit, and thanks to thern, human spirits could
speak to one another. This was the cultural dimension of the colonial
power structure, whether or not the people of the time conceived or
experienced it as such.

At the center of each colonial city, in greater or lesser scale accord-
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ing 1o the place of ¢ach in the hierarchy of urban centers, nestled a
corresponding version of the city of letrers 1o attend to the mecha-
nisms of political power, The viceregal capitals housed a myriad of

the tiny number of literate persons who could read i 1ts

administrators, educators, professionals, notaries, religious person-
nel, and other wielders of pen and paper —whom Georg Friederici
thought a model of burcaucratic development.? From the time of its
consolidation in the final third of the sixteenth century, the a

of the lettered city took on huge proportions, ap| apparcntl CT:S:)

writings —unrelated, even, to its specific administrative or Jud1c1a1
fungtions==and the high social rank of its “lettered” functionaries,

d 01«,//?/7//

1

If New World wealth, but contrary to the image of deprivation that

they created, the highest levels of colonial society —landowners,
merchants, and letrados —absorbed plenty of economic surphus and
enjoyed living conditions often superior to those of Spain or Portu-
gal. Here was the “intolerable chimera” of living at the expense of the

: coerced labor of indigenous people and Africans, acidly denounced

——

by father Mendicta? after the appalling indigenous hecatomb that we
commonly euphemize as the “demographic catastrophe” of the six-
teenth century. At century’s end, Mendieta found only a million re-
maining of the estimated ten to twenty-five million inhabitants of
preconquest Mexico. The riches rapaciously extracred from the in-

digenous population not only allowed the construction of sump- /A @W
tuous churches and ¢convents that sdll stand in mute testimony to /ff..:,?
- : g ZT Ce
ccclesiastical opulence. Those same riches supported urban Span-
4 { jards and Creoles, allowing the letrados the leisure to engage exten- ;’;: ey
sively in the splendid epic of Baroque culture. ”?’? Py
Various factors contributed to the strength of the lettered city <
during its early phase. First among them were the administrative 4

th lcrradosl naturally made them large consumers of the colonies’ Qy’@
cconomic surplus. Most of the letrados were involved in transmit-
ting and responding to imperial directives, so they could be found
clustered around the royal representatives at the top of the social
pyramid.

Three centuries of colonial experience illustrate the astonishing
magnitude of this cadre of letrados. To take an example from the field

of literature {only one aspect of the letrados’ work), the number of
poets appears extremely large in all the available sources. Balbuena
mentions 300 poets participating in a late-sixteenth-century contest
held in Mexico City, and Sigiienza y Géngora collected the work of a

requirements of the vast colonial enterprise, as the monarchy multi-
plied jts punctilious—though perpetually and notoriously ineffec-
lr"tivc—controls designed to safeguard against fraud and abuses. The
! i lettered city derived importance, secondarily, from its ceprrality to

similarly large number a century later. The producers and consumers
of this literature were largely the same individuals, and their verses
moved in a closed circuit that originated in viceregal power and

th ¢ project of evangelizing and overseeing the trapsculturation ofan -~ »

j md.\gcnous population numbering in the millions. In the universe of e S
l signs, the native people could be made to acknowledge, with satisfac- yeke b

f
|

constantly returned to flatter it in flourishes of fulsome praise. This
voluminous production—in an ostentations and exaggerated imita-
tion of contemporary European style— represents the leisured favor-
seeking characteristic of viceregal courts in colonial America, since
it obviously did not find remuneration in the marketplace. Many

. scholars have attributed the artistic shortcomings of Latin American
. colonial literature to the small number of literary artists at work in

. the colonial setting, but those shortcomings have more to do with
" the spirit of colonization itself.

t Resentful Creoles felt themselves deprived of their just portion of

18 The City of Letters
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tory formalism, European values that they embraced only repidly Tiepidly and
{ may, at times, hardly have understood. The immense tasks of admin- }

4 istration and evangelization demanded the soaring numbers of letra-
' dos, almost all of whom resided preferentially in urban centers.
But there was a third source of influence accruing to the city of

| letters. José Antonio Maravall has pointed out thar the Baroque pe- Q\dgxm

§
i riod of European history was the first to use mass communications in ad

1 e

an attempt to ideologize the masses with full programmatic fgor® . ¢,
S With Tu prograinmanc o "

There has been considerable debate concerning the degree of influ-
ence exercised by the Council of Trent (one expression of this rigor)

The City of Letters 19



i

* over artistic expression in the period, bur there can hardly be any

| doubr about the importance and magnificence of the period’s official
¢ public displays, whether civil or ecclesiastical. In the belligerent at-

mosphere of the Counter Reformation, both monarchy and church
took 2 militant approach to propaganda and mwinrained, to that
effect, teams of specialists like those to be found in the Foly Office of
the Inquisition or in the Society of Jesus. Presented with the huge
task of carrying its persnasive message to the colonized masses of the
New World, the specialized cadre of letrados took on correspond-
ingly greater operative force, reaching a degree of social importance
hardly equaled in all the subsequent history of Latin America. In-
deed, the salience of this ideologizing mission finds a European par-
allel only with the advent of modern mass communications and the
development of the mass-culture industry of the twenticth century.
'r The fourth essential function of the lettered city, already signaled,
was the intellectual and professional formation of the Creole elite. In
his original request that Jesuits be sent to the New Wor1¢ {Txccroy
Martin Enriquez de Almansa referred to the upper-class males who
had no need to support themselves—no need even to administer
thcn- properties personally —who should be required to direct colo-
mal society in the service of the colonizing project of Spain, main-
im:u'ung strong ties o the Old World hierarchies of monarchy and
thurch. Looking ahead to the second half of the cighteenth century,
- we find that the monarchy eventually began ro believe that it could
/ carry out its project without the collaboration of the Creole elite,

™ . at whmfi point 1 it cxpcllcd the Icsums from its Ncw Waorld an-

R T e

| E,Lopcan‘bmm During the sixteenth, scvcntecnth, and | early c1gh—

5tccm:h centuries, however, the training of the Creole elite remained
*among the indispensable functions of urban-based letrados.

The crudal social role of intellectuals in this colonizing proj-
ect has been somewhat obscured by a romanticizing vision of life at
the viceregal courts. Interpreters Jike the nineteenth-century Peru-
vian writer Ricardo Palma have accented the secretive trivialities of
courtly intrigue, providing an entirely insufficient sense of the tre-
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iz
mendous influence exercised by letrados in pulpn:s, universities, and
administrative offices, as well as in the theater and various genres of

‘essay writing. Even poets helped construct the ideological frame-

work of Latin American society, and they continued to do soundl the

- yogue of positivistic modernization in the late nineteenth century.

Those who considered themselves primarily poets were always a
small minority in the city of lerters, but a great many wrote amateur
verse. Overall, they regarded poetry as part of the common patri-

mony of all letrados, who were defined essentially by their use of

writing, whether in a sales contract, a patriotic pacan, or a religions

longevity. Crystalized during the last third of the sixteenth century, it
stood very much intact on the eve of the movements for national
independence more than two centuries later. The Baroque style that

© presided artistically at the time of its origins also proved to be endur-

ing, Regarding the Neoclassical school that eventually displaced the
_Baroque in Europe, historian and essayist Pedro Henriquez Urefia

. ) professed o find in America “very few examples of its influence be-

fore the end of the colonial period”¢ Historian Mariano Picon Salas
has declared, even more categorically, that the Baroque sensibility
permeated the colony, then extended it influence well beyond, at

on enlightenment thought and modeF Eriticism, we Spanish Ameri-

| cans have never managed to escape altogether from the Baroque

“origi

“labyrinth; byrinth.” he wrote. In this he coincided with the Cuban novelist

"_Aic;o Carpentier, who even proposed that the Baroque be consid-

ered the characteristic style of Latin American art.” At work here, we

. can ghmpsc the conservative influence of the city of letters, relatively
. static in social makenp and wedded to aesthetic models that kept the

letrados constantly harkening back to the period of their collecrive

So much for the clevated number of letrados, their public pre-
eminence, their social influence, and the impressive resources that

- they enjoyed. More significant.still was the capacity of cach letrado |
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to-acquire.a kind of ownership over his specific corner of the bu-
reaucracy, becoming a petty despot within the larger organization,
be it Audiencia, Umversny, or Cathedral Chaptcr His is the kind of

__;unnal_anmomy that Karl Mannhcd more recently Alvin
Gouldner® have noticed in their studies of the sociology of knowl-
edge in the contemporary world. Too often, Marxist analyses have
cast the burcaucrars as mere executors of the_orders issuing from
_the institutions that employ them. This limited view neglects the
letrados’s funcuon as mtclkc pmducm‘, o claboratc (rather

et st et s ‘....,_ ,,,,,

more ﬂmd and complcx relationship’ bctwccn intellectzals and insti-
tutions —and also between intellecruals and social classes. Employed
as bureaucrats in the service of absolute monarchlcs the letrados
came into closc contract Wlth thc mnmuonahzmg prmmplc that

workers learned the mcchamsnm and vicissitudes of institutionalized
power and leamed, too, how to make irreplaceable institutions of
r.hcrnsclvcs Their services in the manipulation of symbolic Janguages
| were indispensable, and therefore the functionaries of the lettered
g city could assert their own preferences in their work without fearing
-l the loss of their positions. Servants of power, in one sense, the letra-
i dos became masters of power, in another.
;f This heady state of affairs led some —innebriated with the con-
Sl sciousness of their personal influence — to lose sight of their ultimate
;‘f_ cpendence on the authority of the government. A brief incursion
Into the nineteenth century will exemplify this tendency and demon-
strate the persistence of the colonial mentality. Beginning well before
Max Weber’s famous studies of bureaucracy, Latin Arnerican writers
perceptively displayed the letrados’ penchant for entrenching them-
selves within the administrative structures of state power. In the case
of Mexico (where the problem remains acute even today), criticism
of the “parasitic” burcaucracy intensified during the modernizing
dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz in the late nineteenth century. One con-
temporary man of letters, Justo Sierra, went so far as to write that

i
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“che Mexican industry par excellence can be designated by a word £ /,,//1,
well-aclimated in Spanish American vocabularies: bureaucracy”™ /SQ jp /
Mariano Azuela dedicated one of his novels of the Mexican Revolu-
tion to showing how the burcaucrats of the Porfirian old regime
managed to survive the political cataclysm and infiltrate the adminis-
trative structures of the post-revolutionary state. If Benito Pérez Gal-
dés called his nineteenth-century Spanish bureaucrats “fish.” Azuela
outdid him by terming their Mexican analogues “flies” Such crit- g) 1
icisms were formulated by Mexican intellectuals who, though they W?if, 1522
belonged to the city of letters, had not yet been admitted to the & %@
charmed inner circle of power--a situation characteristic of the pe- VV"’\F"“""Q‘%‘
riod of modernization and analogous, in a way, to the predicament of (oo -
late cightccnth—ccnmry Creoles struggling individually to replace
peninsular Spaniards in positions of colonial administragon.

What accounts for the supremacy of the lettered city in colonal

/Latin America? In this connection, we must recall once more the

" letrados® drastic exclusivity and strict concentration in urban cen- 7’%"’ 4 //'

ters—thcu natural habitat, so to spcak, and one that could hardly /o~ 4
exist without them. Only the restricted group of 1arge—scalc mer-

- chants could equal the u:ban focus of lerrados, and the two groups

were often compared. Bernardo de Balbuena’s jubilant vision of
Mexico City, Grandeza mexicana (1604), linked letrados and mer-
chants in a single line of verse: “letras, virtudes, variedad de oficios”
And in chapter four of the same work, Balbuena contrasts the un-
cultured countryside with the triumphant city, emphasizing the ur-
ban essence of intellectual life: “[ $]i desea vivir y no ser mudo/ tratar
con sabios que es tratar con gentes/fuera del campo torpe y pueblo )
rudo? The supreme influence of the city of letters owed even more
to its control of the prime instruments of social communication,
through which it directed the public dissemination of official ide-
olog;cs The two most important intellecruals of colonial Mexico,
Sor Juana Inés de Ja Cruz and Carlos Siglienza y Géngora, provided
apt examnples in 1680, when thcy contributed to erecting triumphal
" arches to celebrate the arrival of 2 new viceroy. The themes elabo-
rated artistically in the two arches were, respectively, “An allegorical
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tion of colonial intellectuals, exemplify the manner in which they
sought to conjugatc diverse social forces, and typify their constant
exaltation of (and quest for patronage from) those, like the charis-

\ matic figure of the viceroy, who embodied royal power, This use of
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art to convey political messages —unsurprising given the social and
economic structures outlined in this chapter —was extraordinarily .
frequent in colonial Latin America, but the phenomenon has yet to
atract the critical attention that it meri
The principal explanafion for the asccndcncy of the letrados,
then, lay in their ability to manipulate writing in largely illiterate
socicties. Amid the grammatological tendencies of European culture
mcaﬂy modern period, writing took on an almos
and doubly so in American territories whcrc it remained so rare and
o closely linked to royal autherity. During the nineteenth century,
when the official influence of Catholicism bcgan 10 decline, the sec-

o echok sy oy

1 jg\(rﬂ“ ondary religion of Jetrers was po1scd 10 take its place. Gradually, the
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universe of signs - of which writing was only a part, albeit a central
one—drew on the veneration traditionally accorded it to make jrself
increasingly autonomous, Baroque discourse bloomed with a profu-
sion of emblems, hieroglyphs, apologues, and ciphers, all commonly
incorporated in theatrical displays along with painring, sculpture,
rmusic, dance, and decorative use of colors. Letters provided the
_guiding thread that, according to Goethe, could jmbue a.potentially
chaotic diversity with.coherent meaning. The result was a glittering
discourse carried forward by a succession of brilliant figures and
extended metaphors that animated the whole, filling it with interpre-
tive possibilides. The best examples of this discourse are obviously
not the mute texts that we have conserved but in these ephemeral
festivals of the arts, best represented by the triumphal arches that
commernorated great events.

This symbolic enterprise constitured an abstract, rationalized ed sys-

af"‘ 1} %"5 M‘ﬁ{t tem, able to amculatc its component parts v without appcal to any any-

i A T

thing outside it, drawing only on internal logic of the universe of

e i o (g™ et
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" signs as established, preferentally, by its classic sources. In the late

- geventeenth century, this nerwork of signs seemed ro float autono-
~ mously over the material world, a tissue of meaning that overlaid
: W,s_mg_m existence and granting it significance. Thc ong~

inality and geniug of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz lay precisely in making
one version of this gap — that between formal discourse and affective

vc
bo
?ﬁqlmm

“f \,{m“

T}ﬂﬂ-‘rué

hfc-——'mto the central theme of her poetry. She seems to have sus-

pected, at one point, that truth inhered principally in the workd hid-
den beneath the tissue of signification and that it welled up fre-
quently and irresistibly from below (like the dreamy irruption in
Primer suefio) to determine or disrupt the signs, despite their claims
to autonomy and self-sufficiency: “Oh vil arte, cuyas reglas/tanto a
la razén se oponen, /que para que $€ ¢jeciIten/ &5 menester que se

ignoren!”
Fo (sl Veara o
The evolution of the symbolic system did not lose momentum with
the passage of time, and it seems 1o have reached its apotheosis in our
own era, replete with schemes of signals, indices, acronyms, dia-
graxs, logotypes, and conventional images so many of which imi-
rate, or even aspire to replace, language. The component symbols in
each of these systems respond only vaguely ro.particular, concrete
facts of daily life. They respond, instead, to the needs of the symbolic
system wherein they were originally conceived, the choice of sigs
nifiers being something of an afterthought, indispensable to expres-
sion but not essential to their genesis. Their funcdon—founded on

P —EVECS s

reason and msumtcd through legal mechanisms =is 10 prcscnbc an

e 2

to limit the dcvcloPmcnt o sgontancous social innovations, a.nd o
_prevent them from.: sﬁigaal“rlé;n,thcbody Jpolitic..Their profusion in
contemporary Latin America lends enduring testimony to the work
of the lettered city.
The evolution of the symbolic system is discernable in so many
aspects of life that we can hardly mention them all. To trace the
contours of the process, let us limit ourselves to one apparently trivial

aspect of the larger social phenomenon: street names. At the outset,
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urban nomenclature drew on the names of people or objects, familiar
from daily [ife and situated in close proximity to the streets in ques-
tion. For example, a street in Santiago, Chile, was called Monjitas
because of the nuns who inhabited a convent on that street. In the
second phase, the nomenclature abandons this process of mere met-
onymic displacement to honor eminent persons or events of signifi-
cance to the collectivity, so that Rivadavia Street in Buenos Aires or
18 July Street in Montevideo commemorate foundational figures or
decisive moments of national independence. At this point, the streets
also acquired numerical addresses —odd numbered for one side,
even for the other —assigned to each of the existing houses, withour
taking into account the possibility of future construction. Finally, the
nomenclature became more rigidly planned: an abstract system capa-
ble of locating a point in the urban grid with precision and simplic-
fty, making exclusive use of numbers in various serfes (streets, ave-
nues, diagonals), and superseding both the historical names and the
homely references to daily life.

The three orderly stages of urban nomenclature were violated in
various cities, and the exceptions throw further light on the matter
under consideration. In downtown Caracas, people have stubbornly
retained a custom whereby the important names are those of the
intersections, many of which have historical references {Misericor-
dia, Veldzquez, Coliseo). One finds a house or building through
reference to its location between two particular named intersections
and then through reference to another name, applied to the building
itself: the Camoruso Building, Residences El Trebol, and so on. The
denizens of this city thus still pay tribute to a past that, nevertheless,
has begun to disintegrate (being operative today only in the older
sections of town ). Bogotd’s street nomenclature, on the other hand,
is even more precise and rigid than Manhattan’s and depends exclu-
sively on numbers, allowing one to know in advance how to find
addresses with a precision that includes street, block, and location on
the block. The contrast between Caracas and Botogd may appear
contradictory, because in most ways Venezuelan society is clearly
more dynamic and modernized than Colombian sodiety. The expla-
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-pation lies in the level of influence exercised by the group of letrados
in the development of the two cides: an influence much greater and
s#more stcongly articulated in Bogota\dlan in Caracas (the latter so T
often shaken by energetic ¢ democratizing, antihierarchical move- <2

ments that presented greater obstacles to the ratonalizing action of
the intellectual elite).

This is but one example of the highly variable relationship be-

tween the larger urban society and the elite city of lerters. We ca.n:(

visualize the two cities— the real one and the ideal one —as entities
quite distinct yet also inescapably joined. One could not exist with-
out the other, but the nature and functions of cach were different.
While the letrered city operated by preference in a field of signifiers,

Constituting an autonomous system, the city of social realides oper-

No

‘ated I 2 held of ~ people; actiorns, and objects prommonaly 1sqigggd | By CEME j’: “} §

_fromthe. Ictrados chams of logxca.l a.nd matical ; Vo

In Iralo Calvino’s beautifiul book, La citta mmbzlz, "Marco Polo -
tells Kublai Khan about the city of Tamara, where “the eye sees not
things but images of things, signifying other things”™* The dense
interweaving of signs imposes itself on the viewer, obscuring all else:
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Like Tamara, all cities mighr be considered a discourse articulat-
ing double-faced signs in accord with grammar-like laws. Although
in some cities the tension between the discursive and marerial dimen-
sions has become especially acute, all stand as the sumptuous embod-
iment of a kind of language composed of two different but superim-
posed grids. The first exists on the physical plane, where the common
visitor can lose himself in increasing multiplicity and fragmentation.
The second exists on the symbolic plane that organizes and interprets
the former (though only for those with a certain affinity and the 7
ability to read as signifiers whar others might see merely as physical
objects), rendering the city meaningful as an idealized order. There is
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| a labyrinth of strects penetrable only through personal exploration _ : 3
” and a labyrinth of signs decipherable only through the application of :
| reason. . THE (CITY OF PROTOCOLS
s Thislabyrinth of signs is the work of the letrados, or collectively, ’
" the achievement of the city of letters. Only the letrados could envi- b \WEM \ Js[\w o \fuc\,k
sion an urban ideal before its realization as a city of stone and mortar, |8 o bellol W%C\@ S @ lg\’
then maintain that ideal after the construction of the city, preserving -
! their idealized vision in a constant strugele with the material modi- 87| By means of the order of signs —organized by rules L T ﬁ" v
I fications introduced by the daily life of the city’s ordinary inhabitants. into hierarchies and classifications of various kinds

: o I the city of letters articulated a specific relationship to
i & Power and provided it with [aws, regulations, procla-
mations, certificates, propaganda, and an overarching ideology to

f | sustain and justify the whole. The letrados affected the majesty of
! _ : Power and tock from it the principles of concentration, elitism, hier-
} j_fr /{f}f%{}; 7 /75 ' archy, and, above all, t};c dlstan% that set them apart from the rest of  Jiskonce
il e (I : society. And it was this/distance - that separated the written from the
!J | S #%s v /’L‘/ v 22 spoken word, gg,ggxglﬁ;LIcttcrs frompmc fuidity of speech —that
.| 1 }5’ ,/ % /’t’ K [ reserved the manipulation of alf legal protocals to the | tiny. group.of
: }EEIEI_?S Ut Qnpfliran A\;quma Anewle enbr sawlidsd y ORI

dos. The first Spanish American university, that of Santo Domingo,

was founded in 1538, and others appeared in Lima, Bogotd, Quito,

Crzco, and Mexico City before the end of the sixteenth century. The

Crown’s attention to higher educaton (the exclusive province of the f yihat doouf
lettered city) found no parallels in the area of primary education dochrine

which would, hypothetically, have benefited a_broader clientele. ‘”“'}& a%;;en‘r

i . Rcadmg, as well as writing, was practically reserved to the lemrados Hne S0 i
Ui SocsaliEo.

i K7 f’ ;/ ¢ a1

\1 E Tremendous resources were dedicated to the training of the letra-

Il

| alone, and unril the middle of the eighteenth century, ordinary pa- A .

' | rishioners were forbidden to read the Bible — limitations that stand

| \&tf( ¥h . - 17 Eurgs

] /J in stark contrast to the development of primary education and the ‘¢, poue b as

. b emphasis on family reading of the Bible in the En hsh colopiestothe Geamnleinic

| : . ‘ p ¥ g ot oy

| o Elﬂ’ L north. .t olkashve (Muw‘n\iaﬂ\&n) 2t cinaa suz ;_L}}({/ - f\'»
Jcr:{;:\c,\'fruv::f;g/placc: of writing in Latin American societies made it M d&f; g oy

so revered as to take on a aura of sacredness. The letter was always ‘ g an

4{, “obeyed” even when that obedience did not translate into action, ‘t'i\f’i b\&\éfj *’(l
{
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whether in the case of royal directives to the colonies or fater republi-
; can constitutions. Written documents seemed not to spring from
j( 'j social life but rather to be imposed upon it and to force it into a mold
f--n-ﬁ not at all made to measure. There was a wide and enduring gap
between the prescriptive detail of the law codes and the anarchic
I\!I confusion of the social realities toward which the letrados directed \fg{
bk their legislation. The gap did not reduce the coercive force applied to

enforce the legal requirements pertaining to persons and property.

W&’Jﬁ'}m .con  Still, the inefficacy of those requirements becomes clear in the mo-

o Mﬁma@»\ notonous reiteration of identical proclamations or prohibitions in
QP{T(LD%V*@E similar edicts issued year after year. Considerable portions of society

‘ “ﬂ"//f‘?’% 4%, were somehow able to ignore the legal dispositions of the letrados, as {

i ‘i‘ f\(]c'\ogy \:A“'E"‘“ one can discern in an eighteenth-century document decrying the ¢ :
“&ﬁﬁi \W\w:*} indocile attitudes of early, free-roving gauchos in the Rio de la I’Qla“ta\,ﬁ ik '
\ow\;g‘:’i,\w «  said to observe no law except for that of their own consciences. JU?JAL s

¢ The corpus of laws, edicts, and codes swelled further in the in- W

dependent countries that emerged from Spanish and Portuguese
colonialism, conferring an important role on lawyers, notaries, court
clerks, and bureaucrats. The same hands that had documented vi]:?
regal prebends and concessions of private formunes now drew up the
legal instrumnents whereby impecunious new republics contracted
public debts or created new private fortunes on lands formerly held
by the church. The notaries —recorders of contracts and testaments,
wiclders of the power to establish or transfer the legirimate owner-
ship of property — maintained, after independence, the same somber
precminence that they had enjoyed in colonial times. Incessant dis-
~ putes over property titles lent salience to lawyers as well. Notaries
! and lawyers knew the requisite legal phraseology, almost invariable
L for centuries, perpetually indispensable for the official sancdon of
i ownership and the long-term preservation of wealth.
Nor were notaries and lawyers the only ones for whom rhetoric
and oratory constituted essental professional instruments. Medical
(cl docrors were frequently trained as intensively in the [iterary arts as in
human anatomy and physiology. Referring to the medical school of
Bahia, Gilberto Freyre pointed out that even in the scientifically ori-
e —
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- ented nineteenth century “medical science found itself, at times, re-

. variations, the official public language was characterized by its rigid

duced almost 1o becoming a hand-maiden of classical literature, ora-
tory, or rhetoric; secondary to elegance of expression, less important

" than correctness and grace in speech or writing, undervalued in de-
¢ bates that turned more on grammar than physiology™™

The exaltation of writing —initiated during the colonial period
and stubbornly maintained after independence — created a characrer- J
istic situation of diglossia,” whereby Latin Americans exhibited a J
sharp and habitual distinction between two separate kinds of Ian-
guage. The first of these was suited to public, formal, or official occa-
sions, laden with courtly formulas of peninsular origin, irs s Baroque

o |
4?@{@(;

mannerisms carried to an unparalicled extreme. This sort of language v
,scrvcd for civic ceremonies, religious liturgy, and the careful frotocol \\ ) .
of exchanges between members of the lettered city. Above alll it Y’V; Ly
served forwriting, and it was practically the only language to find its 2 v s &
way into the written"record. The other half of Latin Amcncm di- .«f

o2
glossia was the orma.bspccch of e everyday life, the version of f Span- Z

ish or I’ort:uguesc tised by the poor and unpretentious with each

_ othcr on all occasions and employed by almost everyone in private.

This popular Ianguagc appears quite rarely in writing, most often
when some irate letrado wrote to inveigh against its clumsiness, its
jabbering informality, and its unfertered innovation (equated with
ignorance, corruption, and barbarism). In the dichotomous division
of colonial society, this vernacular corresponded to the so-called plebe,
a word referring in an undifferentiated way to the mass of common
people, whether Mexico City beggars, Argentine gauchos, or the
caboclo peasants of the Brazilian backlands.

Whereas everyday speech evolved constantly, absorbing all kinds ¢
of contributions and distortions and developing a myriad of regional "C@

* conservatism and general uniformity from place to place Popular

speech tended to appropriate many formal locutions as one can ob-
serve from those preserved in the rustic langnage of isolated regions,
but the flow of borrowing} did not normally run the other way. The
purity of the formal, written language was jealously guarded, and
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Jr reenth century —was that he oblige the indigenous people to speak
+ Spanish. For the Spandards who settled in American lands and for
their descendents, land ownership and tribute labor privileges guar-
anteed a high living standard, free from manual labor, but their cul-
tural dorninance depended on their use of language. Together, lan-
guage and property defined the local ruling class. Centuries later,

|. only great social upheavals could forcibly open ir, piccemeal, to the

syntactic and lexical creativity of informal speech. The letrados’ fer-
i vent adherence to courtly peninsular norms, fater institutionalized by
! ¢ the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language, can be propexly under-
| stood only by visualizing them as a tiny minority ever on the defen-
il i sive against the unlettered throng that made up the immense rmajor-

I ?' ity of the population. - N | when the white descendants of the conquerors began to lose their
: The embartled city of letters wa@uncd in by distinct groups, { monopolistic access to wealth, they began to produce mountains of
i the first of which spoke at least some Kind’ of ! Spanish. Immediately 4&% writing with a panicky urgency that clearly indicates the importance
fj‘ | 3@-‘ surrounding the letrados were the lower and middle SECTOrs of urban »ﬁ of language as their remaining claim to social dominance.

society: downwardly mobile Creoles and | Europeans, along with all

...... Possession ¢ of particular varietics of language thus crystalized a espm,
the inbabitants of darker complexion, including blacks, indigenous

Loz,
social, h.tcra:chy, cicﬁmng the prccnuncncc of those at the top and =~ *ﬁ:f >

: people, and those of mixed blood. An excellent {llustration of the

ictrados attitude toward this urban plcbc can be found in thc fol-

G,éngana,ihgprc-Enhghtcnmcnt intellectual often cons1dcrcd the
most advanced of his day: “[A] plebe so extremely plcbcmn as to be
; the LS%EEFE?EGZEOW, composed of Indians, blacks (born in America
or in vatious African nations), all sorts of mixed breeds (mesti-
z0s, mulatos, moriscos, chinos, zumbaigos, lobos), and also Span-
iards who (content o be called scheming, good-for-nothing, cape-
/ snatching rogues) abandon their obligations and become the worst
. scum of all” Nevertheless, it was among such “inferior” people, the
majority of the urban population, that a new, American version of

clearly marking 2 defensive perimeter between them and the threar-
. ening lower classes. The defensive posture of the letrados intensified

their adhesion to the linguistic norm,® as defined by Coserin, which
", in this case could be none other than the peninsular norm, more

jspcaﬁca.lly, the norm established by usage at the royal court, the
- absolute center of political power. The conquest of new lands forced
the peninsular tongue to incorporate words for new plants, animals,
and social custonas,® but these lexical addidons did nothing to alter
the normative outlines of the system. Peninsular norms continued to
provide an ideal model for all individual linguistic acts, and if this
model initally betrayed the regional diversity of the colonists’ Ibe-
rian provenance, it became increasingly fixed by the formulaic style of

the imperial burcaucracy and also, for the better-educated among rhe

p#he * the determined resistance of the letrados.* letrados, by the literary style of peninsular belles lettres. Among the -{

l | * Spanish emerged during the first centuries of colonization, despite
“ A second, much more numerous group encircled the lettered city
! + a bit farther out, beginning in peripheral ncighborhoods like the
indigenous quarters of Mexico City and sprawling across a coun-
tryside dotred by great estates, lirtle villages, and hidden camps of

peculiarities of colonial life, few are more noteworthy than the influ-
ence of the documentary umbilical cord that carried imperial orders
and provided linguistic models for letrados in the far-flung domin- _‘X
ions. Whatever else they transported, the ships plying the Atlantic al-

SRR

e

runaway slaves. Indigenous and African languages predominated in
this second besieging ring during the early phases of colonization,
and the letrados rcgar&ed it as enemy territory. One of the most
i, frequently repeated appeals to the king—long resisted by the re-
" ligious orders but finally imposed during the reforms of the eigh-
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ways arrived laden with written messages, pronouncing on the most
sensitive matters of colonial life. Royal directives elicited lengthy,
claborate replies that advanced counter-arguments point by point,
making the official missive — along with official reports and chroni-
cles—into a literary genre in its own right.
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An intricate web of epistolary communication covered the Amer-
ican domains of Spain and Portugal. The letters were copied three,
four, ten times to be sent by different routes in the hopes of as-
suring the safc arrival of at Jeast one. Nevertheless, they were of-
ten intercepted and constantly glossed, contradicted, or forwarded
with reburtals and accompanying evidence as appendices. The en-
tire network was controlled from its external pole (Madrid or Lis-
bon), where the documents pertinent to any particular matter were
gathered, the informarion assessed, and the issues resolved, resulting
in further orders sent across the Atlantic in a pack of new letters. The
job required a (frequently ambulatory) corps of notaries and scribes
and, in the administrative centers, an active bureaucracy —a swarm
of letrados who circulated through the system, adapting themsclves
to its norms and contributing to their diffusion.

Vaca de Castro, whom the Spanish king sent to pacify Peru in
1540 after the Almagro rebellion, may not have been a valiant mili-
tary man, but he was an effective letrado who used the system of
written communication as his deadly instrument. The letter that
Vaca de Castro sent to Charles V from Quito on 15 November 1541,
upon learning of the murder of Francisco Pizarro, includes the fol-
lowing evidence of his epistolary labors:

T wrote immediately to the town council of Cazco and to various private parties,
and also sent a copy of the 6rdcrs whereby Your Majesty made me governor,
zuthenticated by two notaries, along with testimony of how I have been received
here in thas capacicy with attendant powers. I wrote Caprain Per Alvarez Holguin,
who has 150 men in the area of Cuzco preparing for an exploratory expedition;
and then I wrote to Lima, sending copics of the dispatch by four separate routes,
with letters for the town council and others, such as Gémez de Alvarado and
other persons of quality, who used to take their side but have since murned against
them. I wrote to don: Dicgo and also sent spies to write or come tell me what is
happening in thar city; soon I should have replics. And I wrote to the towns on
the coast and to various private individunals there, as well, securing thern all in the
service of Your Majesty.”

Vaca de Castro himself became a casualty of the system, however,
when another official intercepted letters that the unfortunate letrado

34 The City of Protocols

‘had sent to his wife abour the treasure that he was busily accumulat-
ing behind the king’s back.

“Language is the companion of Empire” according to the often-
quoted phrase from Nebrija’s Gramuitica sobre I lengun castellana
{1492), the first grammar of a romance rongue, and the city of letters

{ defined itself by its manipulation of that minority (sometimes almost

.. secret) language. To defend its purity was the primary mission of the
letrados, the only way of keeping open the channels that linked them
to the metropolis and sustained their own power. Thus the letra-
dos, though generally greedy, were also generally more loyal to the
Crown and more devoted to its service than other groups —such as
the religious orders of secular clergy — who likewise formed part of
the imperial project.

The elaborate forms of courtesy that developed dunng the colo-
nial period (and are still regarded as traditional elements of Spanish
American culture) derived originally from the usage of the royal
court at Madrid. They crossed the Atlantic and were incorporated
into the public registers of speech as part of late sixteenth-century
mannerism, thereafter becoming paradigms of elegant expression
assiduously aped by the social groups that surrounded the inner

) circles of power, imitated even-—with ingenious malice—by pica-
__rcsquc figures like Cervantes’s characters Rinconete and Cortadillo.
. Another result of the letrados’ penchant for exclusivism was the
1 (obscsswc.\hngmsn& purism that has characterized American society
“ since cariy times. This relentless purism has produced (in the scheme
established by Ferguson) a “high variety” of language closely linked
to peninsular, courtly norms and quite divergent from the diverse
regiona! “low varieties” Thus, we find in the spoken language the
same kind of disjuncture already noted between the legat protocols of
the letrados, on the one hand, and messy social realities, on the other.
Linguists agree tha;vlzy the time of independence, the posozros form of
the second person plural had already been supplanted in the speech
of educated (as well as uneducated) Spanish Americans by the more
hierarchical ssedes form.? Nevertheless, in 1836 Simén Bolivar con-
jugated second person verbs in the obsolete vosozros form when com-
posing his last proclamation, and a century and a half later, school

The Gity of Provocols 35



a3

Votrige 20w

children all over Spanish America still practiced the conjugating the
same form, although it had acquired in their ears an utterly stilted
and theatrical ring, inappropriate to normal speaking or writing.

-Qbviously, itis not words but cultural contexts that permit the reader '

to sez a pine, a palm, or a cziba in literature. While European writers /
\ could address their andience without worrying about the marginal /
Conservative linguistic purism went somewhat out of style dur- } readers outside of Europe, writers like Carpentier, from other re-

ing the late nineteenth-century period of “modernization,” but an- , gions of the world, continued to yearn for European readers and

. other heritage of the letrados’ long tenure remains very much in I g grcgard their reading as the true and authorizing one. What Carpen- : y/
place: educated chplc s use of two para].lcl and semantically equiv- tier proposes is the absorption (into the worlk’s narrative language,

alent vocabg;anes,pnc more prestigious a and formal tha.n the other. though not without leaving some trace) of the explanatory metalan-

The letrados became translators, appcahng toa mctaianguage n or- guage that bridges the gap between the two lexical codes described
der to move back and forth between these the two lexical codes. One _ ; above, His proposal certifies the continued sense, on the part of some |
can take examples of such exercises in translation from the legter { twentieth-century Latin American letrados, that they remain exiled
Y u/{ J written by Sigtienza y Géngora to explain a rebellion that had taken i on the fringes of a civilization whose animating center lies in the JI
place in Mexico in 1692. The Mexican letrado used the word elotes, * metropolitan powers of Europe.*!

HY then provided a translation for the benefit of his reader in Spain: This example helps demonstrate how the lettered city defends the

e

“green ears of corn” He mentioned saramullos and then had to ex
plain what they were: “good-for-nothing, cape-snatching rogues™
Whether vulgar or, perhaps, exclusively Mexican, these expressions
evidently required explanation for an overseas reader. The very exis-
tence of paralle] lexical codes imptied alterity.

The costumbrista (local color) novels of the late nineteenth cen-
| tury resorted to glossaries of regional vocabulary for similar reasons,
since they sought an audience in other Spanish-speaking countries,
particularly in Spain itself. Indeed, one might say that the same forces
were operative in the mid-twentieth century, leading Alejo Carpen-
Her to use some rather curious arguments to make the case that the
Baroque style was quintessentially Latin American:

The word pins is sufficient to show us a pine; the word palmers is enough to define
a palm. Bur the word ceiba — naming an American tree that Cuban blacks call “the
mother of trees” cannot bring that gigantc trunk before the eyes of people from
other ladtudes. . . . That can only be accomplished through the apt deployment of
various adjectives, or, in order to avoid the use of adjecrives, by the metaphorical
use of nouns to take their place. If one has luck — lirerarily speaking, in this case—
the purpose will be achieved. The object will come alive; it will be viewed and
hefred by the reader. But the prosc that gives it life and substance, weight and

mecasure, is 2 Baroque prose, necessarily Baroque, 1
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norms — cultural as well as linguistic— of the metropolis where the
literature admired in the marginal zones is produced. Both norms are
rooted in writing, that not only determines the status of diglossic
“high varieties” of the spoken tongue but also engulfs the entire
sphere of acceptable linguistic expression. Such norms clearly contra-
dict the habirual usage of language in large illiterate communities. All
attempts to deter, defy, or negate the imposition of these functions of
writing must, inescapably, also be formulated in writing. One might
g0 so far as to assert that writing evennually looms-over all human
liberty, because new emerging groups can effectively assail positions
of social power only on a two-dimensional battleficld of line and
space.

The history of graffiti in Latin Amcnca, at least, offers some sub-
stantiation for this view. Because it is written on a wall, because it is
frequently anonymous, because its spelling is habirually faulty, and

. because of the kind of message it transmits, graffiti attests to an au- >
5

thorship outside the lettered city. The writers of graffiti —in their ex-
pressions of denial, protest, even desperation—frequently reveal
their lack of familiarity with the conventions of written culture.
Three examples, drawn from the history of Latin America at two-
cennry intervals, offer proof of the pcrs1stcnt, rising hegemony of
writing,
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fad.

The first comes from the stxreenth century, when the plunder of
the Aztec capital gave rise to bitrer dispures and clamorous protests
on the parr of certain captains among the Spanish conquerors who
believed themselves unfairly slighted in the distribution of the booty.
Bernal Diaz del Castillo, who was one of them, has told the story
sagaciously and in detail: “And as Cortés was at Coyoacén, lodged in
palaces with whitewashed walls, easy to write on using charcoal or
other “ink}” morning always dawned to reveal insulting phrases, in
prose or in verse, written there during the night . . . and some used
words not fit to put in this account”*? Each morning, Cortés wrote
his replies in verse on the same wall until, infuriated by the insis-
tence of his interlocutors, he closed off the debate with these words:
“Whitewashed wall, a fool's stationary? Cortés thus reestablished the
hierarchy of writing —that ought to be reserved for superior pur-
poses—and condemned graffiti because anyone could produce it.
Graffiti was to remain a clandestine appropriation_of writing, an
illegal atternpt to subvert one of the ordering principles of society.

In the eighteenth cenrury, a postal inspector named Alonso Car-
116 de la Vandera expressed similar reprobation upon contemplating
graffiti on the walls of inns where he stayed during a trip to Alto Perd,
present-day Bolivia. By the nanire of the messages and the clumsiness
of the writing, Carrié de la Vandera discerned that this graffiti was
the 'work of “low-lifes” The graffid testified to the writers’ desire to
exist more completely by leaving a tangible mark of identity: “In
addition to the obscenites that they write with charcoal on the walls,
there is no table or bench without the first and last name of one of
these fools carved upon it™12 The derogatory deseription, “fools)”

ﬁ occurs again. Only “fools” write with materials that society did not
. reserve for that purpose. In El lazarillo de ciggos caminantes (1773),
% Carrié de la Vandera recorded impressions of his mip from Buenos
"\ Aires to Lima, and he frequently encountered expressions of oral
¢ culture, such as the songs of the early gauchos, entirely alien to the
" province of letters. These expressions had arisen spontaneously in the

! countryside, in the outskirts of rowns, in the lower strata of society,
far from the normal channels of writing. But well before the late
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eighteenth century, they had already begun to find their way into
writing through the medium of graffiti, in two variants that maintain
their vigor, as we well know, until the present day. Ficst there is the
record of repressed sexuality that found its favorite venue on the
walls of bathrooms and latn.ncs More than by zinéé;son s hand, these
obscenities seem. written by 2 penis escaped from captivity. Then,
there are the names graven by knives in indelible letters — striving
thereby to achieve a more permanent embodiment of self — that now
decorate virtually every public monurment.

In the third quarter of the twenticth century, we have all been
witnesses to the invasion of a third type of graffiti, the - political slo-
gans that covered the wa].ls of Latin Amcncan cities in those ycars
Here again, the durst for hbcrty flowed into clandestine wnmng,
donc rapxdly at night to.escape « ofﬁmal wgﬂance ‘obliging the forces
of repression to become whitewash bngadcs and o limit other uses_
of writing, as well — confining the power of letters 1o even narrower
channels governed by even more suwingent norms. Amid the nation-
wide agitation of 1969, the Uruguayan government prohibited by
decree the public use, in any context, of seven particular words.
Surely the authors of the measure understood that by banning the
words they did not eliminate what the words described. Their inten-
tion was to fulfill the most esteemed function of the lettered city by
keeping order in the universe of signs, preserving its univocal seman-
te fixity and social exclusivity. Control of the written word’s chan-
nels served the purpose admirably, as Colombian journalist Daniel
Samper Pizano pointed out at about the same time: liberty of the
press had been reduced to the liberty to buy a press.

The city of letters would like to be 2s unalterable, as atemporal as
the order of signs, in constant opposition to the material city whose
existence is merely historical and therefore bound to the ongoing

¢ tansformations of society. Conflicts between the two were inevita-

ble, and the critical problem would be the lerrados’ capacity to adapt
themselves to those social transformations. Hence, let us inquire
about that process of adaptation, about the function of the lettered
city in changing times, and more particularly, about its ability to sur-
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‘{ ‘great estates, avid for inexpensive labor? But that is another story. 14
Finally, the aftermath of independence indicated the letrados’ capac-

ity, not only to adapt to change, butalso to keep that change within *

e i

certain limits, gradually reining in political movements that had tem-

¥ reconstituting and restoring its fractured
ad.

is regard, lies in the wars of independence
tablished a paradigm repeated with varia-

2 waves of revolutionary change that have poranly escaped from their 8‘32291  reasserting their | mﬂgprﬁl\g_c  over
since then. As late as the mid-twentieth the. rebellious _masses. Enqdwbvcr : the self-apgrandizing opportunists
anence of the letrados during the Mexican 1 among their own gydst as, “{eﬂ Antonio 1 Narifio, in his “Discurso en
t Mariano Azuela and figured importantly I apertura del Colegio electoral de Cundinamarca® (1813), again
i Pérez maderista on. If Azuch found the provides an apt example. After reviewing the marvelous expectations
nange chaotic and irrational, he found the that had accompanied the early project of independent federalism,
its social energies and turn them to their unanimously recognized as democratic and just, he concluded that
zing, all had been devoured by the voracious appetites of functionaries
its aftermath demonstrated three impor- who used federalism merely as an ideological cloak for demands to
dthe degree of Atonoim iy achicved by the advance their bureaucratic careers, thus culminating the quest for
arger power structure and its intellectual - public employment that had set Creoles and peninsular Spaniards at
enacing transformations. No person illus- loggerheads during the final decades of the colony. “Three years have
o does the precursor of Colombian inde- gone by,” wrote Narifio in 1813, “and nevertheless no province has a
, who was still a royal bureaucrat when he mint or money in its treasury, or schools and roads, or armed forces,
anish translation of the Declaration of the ' gunpowder, and cannon. All they have is a considerable number of E-V’ ,
is document was ideologically key to the functionaries that consuine the little revenue that remains and defend T
y manifested a few years earlier, in Nari- the new system with all their might because it favors them 15
—against the efforts Spams Bourbon The letrados thus acted as an “adiustable bridle” its reins slipping

nperial control(N cxt process of inde-
ations on the Ietra os acnon limitations

from the hands of viceroys into the grip of the newly pawerful l
the gencrals on horseback who replaced the liveried ser- :’ Hue y

a. Vi
s of monarchy in the aftermath of independence. Now, the task \\5’-«' N

f. As that bclcaguerccf royal power disap- xi of the city of letters was to draft new laws, edicts, regulations, and Y

d in the patriot cause discovered that the 4 above all, constitutions for -emerging mdcpendcnt states. Eventually, PAMTRIIA R
American population (blacks, mestizos, they would attack the vaster challenge of fa{shiomng systematic legal 7 (e
sople) in fact leaned toward the royalists, codes. Once again, the function of official writing be began to create

social concessions, From Simén Bolfvar’s an idealized political architecture, “an airy republic” in the acgrl_nc

- 1816 to subsequent measures extending : ‘expression of Bolfvar, detached from reality, . pl;olongmg - the. same

1ship to the members of indigenous com- disjuncture bctwcen socml life and legal structures that had existed

coved disastrous to the supposed benefi- during the coIomaI period. The inhabitants of the lettered city multi-

“considered the king to be their natural plied, though there were limits on their increase. The substitution of

eening aspirations of the Creoles, lords of peninsular-born letrados by their Creole counterparts had produced
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a significant turnover of administrative personnel, and the expan-
sion of state institutions — especially with the creation of legislative
bodies — far overreached the new nations’ puny economic resources
arnid the general penury of the first decades after independence. Nor

g b - were there schools to train the new letrados, and the unanimous call

e Al for edmcation rivaled the clamor for liberty during these years —educa-
9 e . \\' tion not for the sake of economic development (that became stag-
¢ ﬁgx | { nantand even lost ground during this period), but because the orga-
m fT'f’J/LﬁE ! nization of an educational system was indispensable to the political
§ Y and administrative order.

‘ It is highly revealing that public debate in the young republics
[ often addressed linguistic matters, and especially, forms of writing.
Overall tendencies still favored the cultivation of legal formulas and
protocols, though the growth and the changing composition of the
city of letters, in the process of reconstiruting itself after the social
cataclysms of revolution and war, had some innovating impacts. One
was the bankruptey of Latin, assiduous labor of Jesuits prior to their
expulsion, bereft now of the colonial splendor that produced Rafael
Landfvar’s Rusticatio mexicano and a thick bundle of other American
writings. The obsolescence of the letrados’ secret language is marked
by the publication of the first true Latin American novel, El periguillo
 swrniento (1816), by the Mexican author Joaquin Ferndndez de Li-
; zardi. In his preface, Lizardi wavers between two potential audi-
’ ences, one old and one new, but he inclines finally to the new one.
Therefore, “10 save less well-educated readers from the stumbling
block.s of Laﬁn” he ¢ dccidcs to “put the Castilian uanslation in placc

only the citation, a,nd sometimes omitting even that P16 At the same
time, the speech of the streets erupts into Lizardf’s text, bringing
with it a vocabulary that until then had never eatered the realm of
public writing, never left its mark on the decorous paper of printed
books and gazettes, but did so now with an exuberant delight that
Lizardi’s moratistic disclaimers did little to disguise. It is significant
that Lizardi moved away from Latin and roward popular speech in
criticizing “bad judges, criminal notaries, crooked lawyers, shiftless

'
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-physicians” who were all necessarily letrados.?” In fact, far more than
is usually recognized, the eatire corpus of writings published by
Lizardi under the pseundonym of “Pensador Mexicano” constituted a
direct challenge — less to Spain, the monarchy, or the church than to
the Jetrered city as a whole. The novelty of Lizardi’s work derived
ﬂ from a situation that was itself new: the existence of a group of
\ letrados who had failed to gain entrance into the powerful inner
* circles of the city of letters despite their ardent desires to do so.
Like the anonymous writers of graffiti before him, Lizardi real-
] ized that he had to challenge the lettered city on the bartlefield of
- writing. Unlike them, he could seek the atention of 2 newly literate,
_bourgeois public. While graffiti represented an individual, illicit, and
almost predatory appropriation of writing (still tightly monopolized
by the letrados in the eighteenth century) the nineteenth-century
literary production of the Pensador Mexicano was built on a mar-
ginal but expanding social base. The new periodical publications of
the day were purchased by readers who did not form part of the
power elite but whose literacy and ability to pay offered writers like
Lizardi an alternative to the sort of support from wealthy patrons
that had been typical earlier. “To whom, in all justice, should one
dedicate one’s labors;” wrote Lizardi, “if not to those who pay to
read the results with their own money? They are the ones who foot
the printer’s bill and are consequently the surest Maecenases [pa-
; trons]”* Unformumately for the Pensador Mexicano, however, his
‘“‘~-3 project was premature and condemned to fail because this market
¥ remained too narrow, Like Balzac, whose potential market was far
more powerful for a number of reasons, Lizardi eventually came to
Jament his “lost dreams” of artistic autonomy.
Liberty, in effect, had been absorbed by writing and was impossi-
[’ ble without ir. The grear Latin American educators of the period —
t Andrés Bello, Simén Rodriguez, and later, Sarmiento —all under-
E‘ stood this, and it animared their almost obsessive concern with the
{ problem of spelling reform. Facilitating access to writing was a cen-
tral purpose, but so was creating a system that functioned -consis-
tently according to the most rational possible norms. Their concern
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for orthography curiously parallels the urge for spelling reform that
had accompanied the creation of Spain’s absolute monarchy cen-
turies earlier. The drive to standardize had been, in that case, inten-
sified a hundredfold by the need to administer a vast empire. Witness
the publication of a series of orthographic weatises running from
the well-known one by Nebrija (1517) to that authored by Lopez
de Velazco (1582) - significantly, head of the Council of the In-
dies— before the first Spanish American speller, that of Mateo Ale-
mién (1609), appeared in Mexico.

With the foundation of independent states after 1810, Latin

i American letrados who assumed responsibility for creating national
| educational institutions faced a similar problem of standardization, o
: though with some subtle differences. The carlier Spanish reformers 3.

had essentially transcribed the linguistic norms defined by usage at

the royal court and made them the obligatory wrirten vehicle of i

administration over distant regions of the empire. The spelling re-
formers of nineteenth-century Spanish America, on the other hand,
were altering that previous norm to close the gap berween everyday
American speech and the ossified wrirten langnage assiduously pre-
served by generations of letrados. That gap presented a pedagogical
l problem, since it made writing more difficult to learn for speakers of
Lthc ordinary Amcrican idiom, but thcrc was also a higher thcorcﬁcal
e T rexs of writing would complement the polmcal independence already
_achieved and lead to the creation of a national literaure. Not every-
one saw it in the same terms, however. In Buenos Aires, Juan Cruz
Varela argued for a national literarure but viewed it exclusively as a
product of the letrados. “The press is the only vehicle fit to communi-
cate the production of human genius,” he wrote in 1828, and he
proposed a return to “good Spanish writings” of the peninsular vari-
ety as a means of preserving the language.'?
" Simdn Rodriguez, Bolivar’s influential ntor, conceived of politi-
[ cal and literary independence in broader and more original terms,
postulating a parallelism between government and language. He
{ maintained that the two must be in harmony and thar therefore they
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| Ioust be coordinated. Rodriguez insisted, firthermore, that both

5 government and language must be the native, idiosyncratic expres-

U sions of American sodiety and not merely European imports. Thus,
he proposed that “words.be. drawm_with signs. that, represent the

! mouth” in order to reflect t American pronunciation, which had

{ grown far different from the pronunciation of Madrid, and he also | #

e —— e,

|

\

\

\ proposed that new republican state institutions derive orga.mcally
I from the components of American soc1c§y and no'E froma mcchamcal
tr____aplaﬂjm n of Europcan institutions. Rodnmcz argucd ‘that "‘2{_’1
spelling follows three principles — reflecting a word’s origin, its nor- =
mal written usage, and the spirit of those who speak it—and that the
third principle (pronunciation, essentially) should make the spell-
ing “conform to the mouth when neither origin nor usage decide?
He then astutely extended.the argument by analogy to “the art of
drawing republics)” in opposition to what he saw his contempo-
raries doing in 1828: “[When neither origin nor usage dedide, they
make recourse to the third principle, but instead of consulting the
spirit of Americans, they consult that of Europeans. Everything is
imported 20
No less than Lizardi, Simén Rodriguez aimed his barbs at the city
of letters, but his campaign, like that of his contemporary, Lizardi,
was doomed to failure because of the letrados’ remarkable capacity to
weather the revolutionary storm and reconstitute their power in the
independent republics. Rodrignez reasoned that one did not makc

i
.«:_.,, /,
o

, republics “with writers, with literati, with doctors of Jaw” but

Wcmzcns _and_Torther, that the task of forrmng citizens Waii“’é[oubly h’tﬂ
urgent in a society that the colomzcrg"ha’d“ne\\/cr prepared for that }
purpose. “Nothing is as a3 important fli fomu.ng}a People” he wrote, "

“and that should be the chief occupation of those Who undertake the ¢ » 1
social cause.™! In the writings of Rodriguez during the two decades
between 1828 and 1849, one can trace the gradual foundering of an Wl 5
educational project that not even his admiring disciple Simén Boli-
var could regard, amid the multitudinous urgencies of the organiza-
tional morass that followed independence, as more than a generously

conceived but utterly unviable utopia. Rodriguez reserved his sharp-

i

k\-l&Mll' Kl
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est criticisms for the process of educational restoration that he wit-
nessed during his lifetime. Disconsolately, he observed the erection
of a system primarily destined to produce bureaucrats, perpetuating

 an antidemocratic concentration of power and resulting in a ruling

elite like that of the colony:

| Do not expect from these schools something that they cannot give. .. . They are
\ turning out letrados, not citizens. Make up your minds that the gradnates will

sally forth, books and compasses under their arms, to greet with “vivas® anyone
whom they believe inclined to give them the public employment upon which
they, or their fathers, . . . have set their hearts.

From the way in which education is conducted today, we can count on men
to occupy lofty stations and supply civil, political, and militacy leadership — butall
three arcas will lack a rank and file or will have to struggle perpetually with

untrained recruits.??

Because he was an ardent follower of Bolfvar, aware of the diffi-
culties that embittered the Liberator’s final years, Rodriguez saw
clearly that the letrados had made their own revolution under the
cover of larger revolutionary transformations associated with inde-
pendence. The self-aggrandizing success of the lettered city would
hobble the true reformers, and it would quickly bead to the ambi-

- ytons of the caudillos. Rodriguez feared that the function of the le-

{ ltrado class was “to cut all communication between the people and
;S Wmmamwnggﬁmﬂm that cannot

: i be conveniently co . OL ¢ idea of sovercignty,
LI
: ! thereby raising and exploiting the adtmcngquc$eoglc3’ﬁ

Therefore, Rodriguez proposed a.social education for all the peo-
ple and extended to them the double rights of literacy and property
that had formerlylbeen the exclusive possession of the colonial ruling

s dro

" class and Were-niow to be the patrimony of all citizens—a radical,

e stsssmi g . PN
demnceratic vision rooted in the thought of Roussean. The vision of
GemMOCTant VISIon 1o = =

T~ Simén Rodrigucz was also enriched by his conception of Amerjcan

socicties as quire different from European ones, constituting 2 dis-

| tinctive variant within Western culture or (in Enlightenment terms)
" “within the universal category of mankind. For that reason, his em-
T phasis on writing and spelliig reforin did not aim merely at advanc-
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5 Reading should be the last step in the work of educadon. The order should be:

( ing literacy, as was the case with another leading educator of the
‘I‘i period, Andrés Bello. Instead, Rodriguez sought to inculcate an “art %0 - L_
e o : e v

! of thinking” by coordinating the universality of modern reason with -
| the particularitics of American thought through the language m
Spanish Americans learned in infancy. B

Bur the project of Simén Rodriguez, like all the orthographic 7
reforms inspired by the spirit of independence in Latin America’s J

new republics, ultimately failed, giving way after a few years to
the reimposition of norms established by the Royal Academy of the
‘ Spanish Language in Madrid. The weakness of the reform projects
1 themselves and, occasionally, their excessive artention to trivial de-
1 tail, may partly explain this failure. More important, however, was
the failure of the larger social project of which spelling and literacy
_composed only a part. The new nations of Latin America had failed

[ to construct democratic, egalitarian societies, and their educational

1 institutions, instead of producing an informed citizenry, turned out
custodians of the traditional, hierarchical social order. The pedagogi-
cal dreams of the Liberator’s rutor were distinguished not by their
impact but by their exceptional egalitarianism and by a determined
utopian spirit that his writings still communicate today, as if con-
fidently awaiting their eventual realization.
In his article “Extracro.sucinto de mi obra sobre la educacidn
republicana published in 1849 in Bogotd’s Neo-Granadine, Rodri-
guez presented the gist of his phﬂosogb_s_ggf_,ses.i.al.ﬁdg@@!;igg:gﬂ;;f

that be assigned to “reading, writing, and arithmetic” —subjects that | <.,
had been practically the only concern of primary schools, even the '
new Lancasterian schools that Rodriguez despised. Rodriguez as~/
signed the primary role in education to the cultivation of reasoningl 7 el a s
ability, which he saw as the cultural foundation of republicanism. nor) ¢ 14t ff
uniike the “living logic” of Carlos Vaz Ferreira halfacentury later. | Ls U.qu "y
Az o‘& fepoicanis

| calculating, thinking, speaking, writing, and #ben reading, rather then reading,

writing, and counting, as is done everywhere now, with logic left to the few lucky
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i cnough ro attend secondary schools. Those few emerge spouting syllogisms,
vomiting paralogisms and sophistries by the dozen in everyday sitnations. Jf they
had learned to reason as children, taking familiar propositions as logical premiscs,
% they would por be so full of deceit. Despite their learning, they would not reason

thus: a} The Indian is not what I arn; b) Tam a man; ¢) Therefore, he is 2 brute

4
" and must be beaten into working, >

| Rodriguez had an interest in prosody that derived from his atten-
! tion to the speech of ordinary, illiterate people, and through it he
| manifested his anti-letrado attitude and his rejection of the conven-
tional emphasis on legalistic formulas in writing. Common speech
?; might exhibit frequent pronunciation defects and barbarisms (which
also funcrioned as a system of communication in which all speakers
é;ontancously produced intonation and rhythm a@r
meaning,. “All people are prosodists in conversation, however poor
their pronunciation, but when reading they go back to the monoto-

| N r;\ﬁ(* nous tones of the classroom and put their listeners to sleep™® Simdn
P Q:»‘;;JJ Rodriguez thus took a pre-Saussurian (or anti-Derridian) position
: ﬂﬁ-@’ on the relationship between reading and writing, one that recog-

4 . nized “an oral tradition independent of writing and set in a very

* different manner”26 His ideas in this regard, traceable to Rousseau’s

Essay on the Ovigins of Languages, led the republican educator to at-

: tach supreme importance to speech and, consequently, to the pho-

o netic resources that contribute to oral communication as a system of

| signification. To him, reading was “the resuscitation of ideas buried

| on paper” and the most important aspect of education was helping

children to achieve the precision of expression required to make
i langnage an effective instrument of thought:

=™

Consider the importance of correcting errors carly; of learning to pronounce,
f artjculate, and properly accens words —acertaining their meaning, ordering them

in sentences, and giving them the emphasis appropriate to their sense, Consider
the importance of finding the appropriate expression for cach idea, of understand-
ing rhetorical fignres and matters of number and tone. This is what instructors
should teach, because children think, speak, persuade (and persuade themselves).

o

=
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For all of this, they must make calaulations, and if they e, it is because they

calculate using erroncous information.??

More than an zxzi)f’wgt_in_g, Rodriguez was proposing an art of

\t_-___n_hinking. This is demonstrated by the ways that he expressed his

ideas on paper, using diverse kinds of lettering, paragraphing, brack-
ing, and numbering systems in order to represent the structure of
his thought graphically. Like Vaz Ferreira, though more schemat-
ically, Rodrigues strove to devise a rigorous, radonal transcription
for the mechanism of thought. There is nothing here resembling the
sentence structure, discursive style, or essay organization typical of
Latin American prose in the first half of the nineteenth cenrury.
Rodriguez removed writing from its normal patterns, purged it of
rhetorical adornment, exrracted its essences, and boiled them down
to their most laconic expréssion, then distributed them, textbook-
style, on the page so that the reasoning process and its component
concepts would be accessible to the eye. In effect, his theory of peda-
gogy did something similar to what Mallarmé did with poetry later
in the century. If the life of Simdn Rodriguez showed his social and
political opposition to the lettered city, his original approach to the
transcription of thought illustrated his energetic rejection of the con-
ventional written formulas and protocols of his day, even if| like the
writers of graffiti, he had to resort to writing in order better to __J
combat its pervasive power.
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the lerrados.

Once again, as had been the case in the wake of independence,
existing power structures were challenged by social sectors recently
incorporated into the privileged circle of letters, and letrados, , espe-
cially. the doctors of law, became targets of criticism in a variety of

venues - from the popular periodicals published in Mexico by An-
tonio Vanegas Arroyo (and often illustrated by José Guadalupe

" Posada) to the broadsides and dime novels on gauchesque themes

appearing in the Rio de la Plara. Many intellectuals joined in the
critique, particularly the new generation of educators who, without

/ having read the work of Simdn Rodriguez, carried on the tradition of

.‘;_

anti-letrado pedagogy that he had pioneered carlier in the century.
Thus, in his book De la legislacidn escolar (1876), Uruguayan educa-
tional reformer José Pedro Varela assailed the national university’s
concentration on producing law degrees. “As a class?” he wrote, “Taw-
yers are not better than other professionals— not more moral, nor
more just, nor more selfless, nor more patriotic—only more pre-
sumptuous and more backward in their thinking™ Varela attacked
lawyers because they belonged to the ¢lass “of those who talk, who
formulate laws, and cover reality with gilded rhetoric” For him,
university graduates exernplified the gap between the city of letters

and urban realities. Instead of faithfully representing or interpreting
M

those realities, they gilded them.

7% The onset of modermization around 1870 was the sec-
ond test facing the lettered city in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Modernization posed even stiffer challenges than !
% 1553 had the process of independence, but because of the .
mdcnmg of literacy in the period, it was also richer in possibilities for “

(
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With perspicacity greater than that shown by José Mard (who in
1891 spoke of “artificial letrados,” incapable of understanding the
“patural men” on whom thc,_d;,ﬂog__,supposcdly more in tune
with social realities — buile their dicratorships) Varela saw that the
doctors of law had been able to graft themselves comfortably on to
the trunk of caudilio power. “The spirit of the university accepts this
order of things)” wrote Varela, “reserving to itself privileges and
honors that it believes to be great victories, while leaving the rest
of society to languish under a despotic government™ This was
the criticism that the new radonalist—and soon, positivist —camp
leveled at the accommodation reached by the city of letters during
the half cenrury following independence, as Liberal and Conserva-

tive intellectuals alternated in power, eventnally creating the liberal-
conservative amalgam described by Colombian writer José Maria
Samper in 1862.3
The way to combat the lettered city and reduce its abusive priv-
; ileges, according to the influential formulations of Spencer, Pesta-

\t lozzi, or Mann, was to recognize the incontestable dominion of writ-

“ting and to facilitate ageess to literacy by new social groups. That is
the origin of the educational reforms that spread throughout Lartin
America after 1876, the dare of Varela’s own inidative. The period

" also witnessed progressive transformations of the university, as the
incorporation of positivist technical education rempered EE;: hege-
mony of law and medicine. On the staristical graphs of the last quar-
ter of the pineteenth century, two steep upward curves — represent-
ing export and demographic expansion, respectively —account for
the demand for technical education. Neither of these could equal the
vertiginous growth of urbanization, * however, as “almost all the cap-
ital cities of Latin America doubled or tripled their population in the
fifty years after 18807% After a lapse of several centuries, the former
outposts of cmpirc were ﬁnaily ma.king effective their origi.nal mis-

areas. /..--"*'“ T
.'

These were cities “primarily conceived as‘burcaucrauc centers;”
{and] commerce and industry had almost no part in their formanvc
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period.” in the words of Chilean historian Claudio Véiz, who goes
) —gﬁ_;)méxplain that the urban population was primarily “employed in
the service, or tertiary, sector of the economy and included domestic
servants as well as Iav‘;y’crs, teachers, dentists, civil servants, salesmen,
politicians, soldiers, janitors, accountants, and cooks™ A consider-
able part of the tertiary sector was composed of intellectual activities,
_and these activities now became more diversified. Administrative,
legal, and political personnel had to share the prestige of letters with
practiioners of three rapidly growing activities that absorbed a large
number of letrados and established a_constant dcmand,fgr DEW.IE:
cruits: educadon, diplomacy, and journalism. Onl§ Joumahsm en-
joyed substantial economic mdcpcndcncc from government coﬁ"crs
and, with the exception of a few major daily newspapers and illus-
trated magazines, most periodical publications remained predomi-
nantly political in orientation, as had been the Romantic tradidon.
Thus most journalists received their most important compensation
in the form of political spoils —i.e., access to public employment or
elected office in the wake of partisan victory—so that, in practice,
thejr independence from the state had narrow limits. Even so, jour-
nalists did enjoy a new autonomy from the state when compared
with the earfier letrados, and educators did also, éspecially when the
system of pubhc schools expanded beyond the close supervision of :
the highest spheres of ‘government. The public prominence of the
burgeoning tertiary sector (calling attention to itself with the showy
habits characteristic of the nouveaux riches) has been interpreted by
some historfans as evidence of the sector’s excessive growth and vo-

that its expansion proportionally exceeded the explosive economic
growth of the period.

racious appropriation of public resources. It is not clear, howc»j

On the other hand, there can hardly be any doubt of the s_ggia.l.pﬁes»j

tige that accrued to intellecnzal activities in the modernized city. The
ideals and myths of modernization continued to make the position of .

- the letrado among the most respectable and admired —if not nec-

[
|

essarily the best remunerated —on the urban scene. Thus young
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women of the lower middle class dreamed of attending norm:

school and graduating as teachers (like the “maestrn mormal™ de

picted in the fiction of Manuel Gélvez), while illiterate but pros- /
perons ranchers and immigrant shopkeepers dreamed of a university }

degree for their sons (as in the drama Mijo el doctor by Florencio
S4nchez). Letrers seemed to offer a ladder for the upwardly mobile,
conferring respectability and access to the centers of power, as well as

a greater ] relative autonomy rcgardmg those centers of power, thanks

1o the new diversity of sources. of wealth and rhc broadcnmg eco-

nomic base of the period’s developing bourgeois societies. '1_"hc liter-

- ate could now sell scripts to theatrical companies or articles to news-

11
ﬁ

)

1

papers, be employed as reporters, work as teachers, compose lyrics
for popular music, or write or translate for the penny press. This last
activity became considerable enough, by the end of the nineteenth
century, to lead to the ereation of copyright laws and organizations
charged with collecting the royalties owed to member authors. The
independent exercise of the “liberal professions” (as they were still
called at the time) and the creation of institutes (such as those be-
stowing titles to primary or secondary school teachers) presented
other opportunities for intellectual laborers. Those who occupied
these positions found themselves less dependent on the government
and therefore freer to foster a critical spirit, sometimes incorporating
the perspectives and demands of the urban lower classes. Neverthe-
less, the ambition of the new letrados generally included, with obses- * ¥

| sive insistcncc, their own Pcrsonal ‘mﬁh:ration im:o the inncr cirdcs of

! o

T i

Wcalth
Thc limits of the [ctrados mc:mcn/tonomv can bc sensed in an \“-“"""“‘“/4
examination of the social myths that entered £ thc u.rban folklore of

Latin Latin America at about this time. The most intense were the rnyths ths of
the countryside brought %o the cities by the migrating nural people
who swelled the poor, peripheral neighborhoods of capital citics
all over the continent. As the process of modernization advanced
and generated riches, for the most part on the backs of the peasant

masses, the resulting rural banditry and messianism lent prominence
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| and energy to the mythic figures of rebel and saint. The poor of city
and countryside revered both bandit and messiah as Romantic sym-
bols of Ew\jé‘ﬁ?h defied the unjust social order. Revealingly,
both are soli ﬁgurcs gmblematic of the isolation and limited asso-
clational solidarities of fural sodiety. $till, they took hold in the cities
and have continued to floutish there to the present day.

Along with myths recently established in the cities as a result of
rural-urban migration, toward the end of the nineteenth century one
can also detect the emergence of other myths, urban in origin. These
were much weaker than those already mentioned, however, and a
comparison with the United States, where such urban myths devel-
oped far more vigorously, aptly illustrates their relative weakness in
Latin America. Even the Rio de la Plata area, the recipient of large-
scale European immigration fike that flowing to the United States,
did not resernbie the United States in this respect. Darcy Ribeiro has
observed of Argentina that “the descendants of the immigrants have
not yet managed to put their stamop on the national ideology,”” and
his meaning becomes evident if we evoke the extraordinary diffusion

of U.S. pioneer myths that gave prominence to frontiersmen like the ©

cowboy heroes of so many thousands of dime novels in the late
nineteenth century. Immigrants were a part of the frontier experience
in the United States, where many of them were rewarded with land.
Although the expansion of the Argentine frontier (“the conguest of
the desert) closely paralleled the westward advance of the frontier in

the United States, it was carrjed ¢ the landed oligarchy and the

i army, restricting access to newly incorporated d_paralyziry

the democratic funcy i jorati
ction of spontaneous pioneer migratons that oc:

curred on the North American frontier.

The same democratizing recognition of individual effort, external
to—and even opposing — the power of the state, also fed the growth
of urban myths like that of “the self-made man” in the United States.

- In thc field. of ictters this. rnyth.lc impulse expressed itself in two

'ccssﬁzﬂy denoﬁnccs the. abuswc corrupuon of thc powc

___K-andfthc

" trial lawyer who clears the name of his client, falsely accused BV Tich,
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Maclnavclhan schemers. Despite overwhelming evidence of the ex-
traord.tnary concentration of power that has occurred in the United
States, these urban myths, in which writing plays a central part,
continue to noutish the U.S. popular imagination. Why did neither
develop in Latin America? Their absence indicates that, notwith-
standing frequent imputations of anarchic Latin American individu-
alism, individupl Argentines, Brazilians, or Mexicans have lictle faith
in their ab1hty to confront and overcome the enormous weight of
institutionalized power. é/)% / [/)’//’/ Thosisrt oG S

Myths start from something real, but they constitute more wish-
ful thinking than accurate depictions of the way that things really
function. If myths condense collective desires about the world, then
in the case of the United States they gain wide play from positive
perceptions of the capadity of the individual, while in the Latin

{ American case they rest On an acite sense of individual helplessness

| in the face of @)nolidgﬁatc power. In other words, Latin Ameri-

“can urban societics model action more collectively and their social

myths confignre opposition in terms of groups: spontancous pro-
tests, mass demonstrations, multitudinous demands. The myth of
a unified peasant-worker-student movement, so central to the dis-
course of the lefr (and especially of student activists) since the early
twentieth century, is the product of an urban literate culture, with
clear antecedents in Burope and without equivalents in the United
States.

Thus, the farger historical experience of Latin America delineated
the realm of the possible when, toward the cnéﬂmnqtgc_pﬂth
century, a dissidence began to manifest irself within the letrered city
and to conﬁgurc a body of critical thought. There were many causes
for this dissidence—among them, a sense of impotence and frustra-
tion felt by intellectnals whose numbers had risen out of proportion
to the real opportunities offered by Latin American societies, echo-
ing the experience of colonial Creoles confronted by overweening
Spanish power, and forcing many to seck employment in more devel-
oped countrics. The modernizers’ critique of Latin American reality
was shaped by cultural forms that, however modernized they might
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1 traditional mold, Vaz Ferreira once remarked
too late to be positivists became Marxists in-
ae way that Latin American intellectuals have
wcessive European doctrines to their own vig-
ons. If they did not adopt the individualistic
any, but instead embraced the social Romanti-
ié‘ﬁctor Hugo a hero in Latin America, it was
sion dovetailed more neatly with the collective
erican culture. Analogously, the positivist so-
Spencer gained such enormous m,fi'ué_rzqé ,I!Cl‘ﬁ
Fxplan:_{tq;y force but also because it meshed
1, providing a persuasively modern and univers
1evertheless reenforced a traditional emphasis
and permitted a continued focus on a closed

aonitions of Simén Reodriguez, the spirit of
i to hang heavy in the air, and the dissident
zed letrados ultimately reproduced many cen-
tered city. Most important was the persistent
= world of letters and the exercise of power in
1 they formulated an independent current of
1e dissident letrados attacked the traditional
1 only tangentialli]’l'hey directed their crit-
y in control, trying to suppiant them and the
used, rather than trying to alter the exclusive
A slogan from colonial times —“Good king,
med to guide the mechanisms of opposition,
»ever since in some countries, Mexico being a

hich the exercise of letters broadened during
ation, the early-twentieth-century expansion
idest and most obvious repercussions. The
seficiary of the educational reform faws that
> new scctors of the population. As Arnold
ngland, the immediate result was a spate of

The Modernized City

opportunistic and often sensationalist publications. In Buenos Aircs, // 7,4; e
one might mention the newspaper Critien (Botana, 1913}, although S 4

the most enduring success went to the major newspaper enterprises
(for example, La Nacidn, also of Buenos Aires, or Brazil’s O Estado de

Siio Panlo) that became pillars of the modexnized system and bastions

of the lettered city. To the contrary of what the selfless pedagogical ?j;/,
reformers had expected, the tegions of new readers boosted the con- | <2<
sumption of newspapers and magazines far more than they expanded

the market for books. If educational reformers like José Pedro Varela ,/\
had hoped to shake the foundations of the lettered city, the overall f’f
impact of their reforms was to broaden and strengthen those founda- '
tions, only enhancing the prestige of writing and other - symbolic,
languages in_the exercise of power. Sarmiento, perhaps the most 1
famous reformer of an earlicr generation, had foreseen this effect and
made it an explicit part of his reform project, while Varela and the
young reformers of the later nineteenth century had hoped for a
democratizing challenge to the city of letters.

Eventually, i they lived long enough, the members of the mod- ]
ernizing generation became coopted into the circle of power during
one or another of the rwentieth century’s social and political transfor-
mations. The personal evolution of Mexicos Justo Sierra provides an
example, In 1878, in the pages of his student newspaper La libertad,
he lashed out at “those man-made marvels called abstract constitu-
tions?” dubbing them “the dense fantasies of those who devise sacial
and democratic codes?” and contrasting them to “the practical ap-
proach in which rights and duties, in their real, human dimensions,
are the products of need, interest, and urility”® Yet, it would be this
samne Justo Sierra who, after long efforts, managed to have the uni-
versity {always the most precious jewel of the lettered city) rcorga-
nized on a new basis, conferring upon it an explicitly sacrosanct
quality called “autonomy;” to which José Vasconcelos, another re-
former, added a motto whereby the voice of the university spoke for
nothing less than the Spirit of the Race.

In 1918, young rebels at the University of Cérdoba advanced
similar demands for academic autonomy in Argentina, presenting

-
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q/ W \ the university as properly the guiding organ of the social body. It was unequivocal language possible. A univocal interpretive system (that

f | trove to permit one reading only) had to be based on the linguistic
-principles cited by Simén Rodriguez: etymological origin and con-

! ctant, Jong-term usage. Inevitably, however, methodical pursuit of

these two principles directed attention to linguistic traditions and

iltural links with Portugal and Spain. Tumn-of-the-century Latin

American philologists helped maintaia the already habitual wadi- | L

" tionalist rone of the Jettered city and their contribution to the process

-~ oF modernization thus subtly offset it in some ways. L i,

T National languages were the most effective instruments for disci-

plining the symbolic order of nationat culrures, so the modernizing

| process that began around 1870 was accompanied by the creation of

official normative bodies, patterned on the Spanish Royal Academy

and charged with standardizing each country’s particular variant of

Spanish or, in the case of Brazil, Portuguese. In their conception and

initial organization nearly all of them embodied an explicit recog-

nition of ancestral tes with Iberia. Beginning with the Colom-

bian Academy, founded in 1872, all the Spanish American academies | /

a typical strategy of upward social mobility on the part of a new

sector or class making its bid for power. The university continued to
{\ offer a bridge by which to cross into the city of letters, as it had ear-
L.

lier ro socially ascendant groups throughout the nineteenth century,

when its main function had been to train bureaucrars, legislators, and

government ministers, Now the university was to operate in a wider

~ ficld of endeavors, participating in the processes of modernization

and national integration. Amid a reigning climate of agnosticism, the

academy took on many of the functions that had once pertained to

~ the established church. Looking beyond the arguments of the Cor-

& [+#*1 doban university reform, with its intensely democratic ideology, we

L9 ’Wf? i & ¢an perceive at stake a change of personnel and doctrine but never a

' threat to the privileges of the lettered city, which emerged strength-

\_, ened by new letrado professions thart integrated the middle class into
¢ existing system. Doctors of law would now have to share their |
power with sociologists, economists, and educators, but they re- r
tained functions primary to the city of letters, especially the clabora—‘l

i
i
|

i

!
£
i

tion of law codes.
In their task of writing laws, the [awvyers received the collahora-
don of another specialized group, the philologists, whose tradi-

| tionalist orientation helped compensate for the &spﬁmﬁﬁ:&cﬁm

" of demogratization. For example, the astonishing?} prolix Réplica

(with the exception of Argentina) originated as “correspondents” of

the Spanish Royal Academy. The Argentine Academy was founded
simply as a confraternity of writers, perhaps to stake greater claims to
ouitural autonomy in the most economically dynamic country of the
region. Brazil, another of the region’s most dynamic countries, also

Pt

i

eschewed direct ties to the former colonizing power and, in the saga-

cious assessment of Manuel de Oliveira Lima, was “dedicated more

to the fature Brazilian language than to the past Portuguese lan-

guage”!® The appearance of these academies constituted the ze- )
sponse of the lettered city to the linguistic subversion oceurring 283 | tud?
result of general democrarizing trends, aggravated in certain coun

tries;by massive immigration and .complica‘u;cd c;ygrm%};;;:?_‘ggg_ng
the.educated,. by the overpowering influence of French culture.

There was also concern that American Spmish was becoming exces- -

sively fragmented along national lines. “We are on the verge of be- {
coming separated;” wrote Rufino José Cuervo of Colombia, “as oc- |

curred with the daughter [languages] of the Roman Empire?” The g_‘;’j} ,

that Rui Barbosa presented to the Brazilian senate in 7002 as his
answer to the Civil Law Code under consideration by that body was
not the selfish caprice that many have alleged. To the contrary, Bar-
bosa’s reply fully embodied the historical function of the lettered city
and would have profound repercussions in Brazilian jurisprudence.
Invoking the Benthamite equation of legal certainty with unambigu-
ity, Barbosa argucéi that “a civil code must be an exceptional work, a
monument to the calure of its age” because “more than & scientific

bt
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| task, it is a great expression of national literature?” and therefore its

prose must be rigorous and clear, avoiding ail possible misreadings.?
The rigid sernantic systern of the city of letters found complete vin-

dication in legal codes and constitutions, which required the most
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academies thar were founded to repel these threats were, for the most

_ part, ineffective, but the generation of trained Latin American lin-

: guists associated with them nevertheless produced a splendid set of

" philological studies. The Colombian Academy, possessing the best

linguistic team on the continent, was more successful than most—no

doubt partly because it had a more direct connection to the govern-

- ment. Miguel Anronio Caro, the founder of the Colombian Acad-

emy, actually became president of his country.

During the period of modernization, two other grear projects

necessarily fc]l to the city of letters. Both were operations that dem-

1 onstrated the autonomy of the order of signs — its capacity to struc-

X ture vast designs based on its own premises, pama}ly escaping the

\ particularities and conjunctures of living reality. Onc), considered

4 later in this chapter, concerned the ingenious dioraria 1 of the urban

landscape, whose dyna:msm_ continued soméwhat to encumber the

independence of the signs, as we have seen. The Other pperation

7 involved the surrounding vastness of “nature” and the Firal folk cul-
tures that had been developing on.their.own for centuries.

For the first time initslong h.l.StOrV, the.giry of lerters was making

i a determined effort toﬁ.ntcgrag% an4 dominate entire national territo-
AT

wﬂ

&

e

ries, to domesticare Nature and sub]cct rural cultures ro the modcm
;"' izing norms of capitaline society. Early in ) the nineteenth, centm ccntury in
- his “Allocution to I’oc‘};}; (1823) —asking it to leave Europe and
take up residence in America -~ Andrés Bello had proposed two great
American themes: Nature and History. But only history attracted
wide attention from Latin American poets in the ensuing years and,
the sumptuous descriptons of José Marfa Heredia notwithstanding,
their treatments of Nature remained mostly cosmetic imitations of
the European schools from which they were copied, without the
t authentic accent attained by their treatmient of other, heroic or amo-
g_ rous, themes. Despite insistent proclamations of the Romantc liter-
ary project, and despite the importance that the fertility and exuber-
ance of its natural environment has always held in the imagination of
outsiders, nineteenth-century Latin America could not boast artistic
expressions of the theme equivalent ro those in the United States: the

e
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transcendentalism of Raiph Waldo Emerson’s Nasure (1836), Henry

David Thoreaw’s Walden (1854), or Herman Melville’s travel writ-

ings; the brilliantly illuminated landscape paintings of the Hudson

River School, from Thomas Cole and Albert Bierstadt to Frederic

Church. In fact, it is Church to whom we owe splendid South Amer-

ican landscapes not undertaken by local painters, busy with bour-

geois portraits and epic scenes of military pomp and heroism. If ;:-""’ffﬁfz/‘f

anything illustrates the innately urban SE,l[!].“,_Of Latin American cul- . -’/é *
ture, it is this artistic detour around the continent’s natural splen-

dors, normally obligatory stops on any Romantic tour. Characteristi- . T

cally, the Venezuelan poet Antonio Pérez Bonalde chose to sing the  #,. )47”

praises of nature at Niagara Falls, and the enthusiastic prologue to his :,,4_;* 4

Oda al Nidgarn was written by José Martd, who lived fifteen years *

in the United States, where he belatedly absorbed the influence of /

the transcendentalists and penned admiring articles on Emerson

and Whitman. Mart{ was unusual in his tenacious defense of natural

[ themes, even as they rapidly lost favor everywhere toward the end of ‘
..3 the nineteenth century. During the course of that century, no Latin
74

;'f American Thoreau went to inhabit the solitude of nature and write a
" diary about its glories. Latin American writers lived and wrote in

/ cities and, if possible, capital cities, remaining resolutely urban peo-

L ple, however much they sprinkled their works with the paturalistic
derails required by the Iitcrafy vogue of local color.

. Given their urban tradition, they could fairly easily convert Na-
ture into a symbolic diagram, a cultural al model where urban society

: could read, not so much the nonhuman vxforid, as its own problems,

! “ projected as absoiutcs The two greatest Latin American poets ¢ oft the ¢ \l'TP
period of modernization, Rubén Darfo and José Marti, did just tlg;s
though somewhat differently, in their respective structares of literary
sxgmﬁcauon Dario’s more deceptively aesthetic, Martf’s more dra-

; Jmatlcally realist.!! There remained another problem, however, in this /

‘project of incorporating the city’s rural swrroundings: the cultaral

| |production of rural people (themselves presumably “natural)” since
| ithey lived in nature). Their language, poetry, narrative, worldviews
' ‘historical experience, and long-standing traditions—in short, all |
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. their principal symbolic constructions — were embodied in an\orahty

: ;- with peculiarities not easily reducible to the normal systems of virban-’

communication. Araw f 2 Frach b v/

Much like a naturalist novelist, in his prologue to EJ oastelo Mor-
tfn Fiervo (1872) José Herndndez gives a detailed description of his
research on the people and social customs that he depicted in his
book. He concludes with his insistence on portraying “as faichfully
as possible, with all his peculiarities, that original social type of
our pampas —so well-known as such, and frequently so erroneously
judged, that he is difficult to study —who is well on the way to
disappearing altogethcr because of the rapidly advancing conquests
™12 Here, the best known and most determined de-

; fcndcr of the rural cu}.turc of the Rio de la Plam from thc - destructive

onslaught of liberal modernization proposcd by way of method-

Torr e

. ological cons1dcranons two concerns that subsequently. prﬁmtcd

J in so—calicd “gauchesque” litera

¢ and, more broadly, in works

' rcprcscnnng ru.rai culturc atabout this time throughout Latin Amer-

ica. The first concern — tha the approach be faithfully realistic and
‘scientific — denotes, by its very emphasis, tbc:C:tanEbcmccn the
‘investigator and the object of his observation. Clearly, the two be-
longed to different worlds, corresponding to the old formula of ¢jvi-,

lization versus barbarism, though rural people were here no longer
being called Farbarians. The second, complementary concern was

| that the species under.sertiny had reached the verge of extinction,

making the undcrtaking anaiogous to anth:opological studies in-

o mvcsugatwc powcrs of cmllzatlon were to be apphcd toa cultural

universe believed doomed because incapable of adaptive evolution.
To the degree that this dying cultural universe depended on un-

i written traditions and oral communications, one mighrt say that ur-
-+ ban letters came to its rescue, but only to hold its funeral services in
" writing. The efforts of Herndndez, like those of most cossumbrisia

writers of the period were symbolic encodings at the service of, and
intended for,  literate, urban andience. Only the huge and unfore-
seeable success of Martfn Fierro situated it on the boundary between
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the literate and illiterate communities of Argentina. While many read

. the book, even more beard it read or recited and, thanks to its verse
*. form, fixed it in memory, where it remained relatively impervious to

the sorts of transformations usually affecting oral tradition.
Modernization brought similar operations to other, widely sepa-
rated parts of Latin America, since rural cultures were everywhere
withering, to one degree or another, under the extending influence
of urban civilization, and everywhere urban intellectuals hurried to

. collect endangered oral traditions. Their efforts — though obviously
: generous and useful —also illustrate the general outlines of the prob-
' lem, as writing collected the splendors of oral traditions in peril, pre-
! cisely, because of writing. The living memory of the songs and narra-

tives of rural tradition was being destroyed by the culraral substitutes
emanating from the cities, by the urban educational standards they
promoted, and by the ever-expanding circuits of the written word. In
this sense, the books of letrados like Herndndez entombed oral pro-
duction, immobilizing and fixing forever a phenomenon normally
characterized by permanent transformation — reshaping, in the pro-
cess, a material essendally antithetical to the individualized rigidity of
books.

Of oral culture it is especially true, as Lévi-Strauss observed of
myths, that all particular versions constitute variations on the same
underlying themes. This insight recognizes, not only the adaptation
of oral production to different concrete circumstances, but also the
presence of historical processes operating within it. Such processes
are difficult to measure in the myths of tribal people, but their pres-
ence is easily confirmed in the verbal inventions of peasant cultures,
as the somewhat atemporal currents of tradition conform to the

farger historical circumstances that impinge upon rural lives. In spite 7,

of the well-known conservatism of rural cultures {(owing to the slow
tempo of their evolution) and in spite of their attachment to the
lessons of the elders {derived from a system of education that grants

* precedence to the wisdom of experjence), th [tures were pever
roducing new values and artifacts. _|

immobile, nor di T SLO
Rural cultures did not reject the transformative effect of the new.
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They integrated it, instead, into the continuum of tradirion, con-
stantly rearticulating that tradition by selecting, discarding, and re-
combining its components to produce responses appropriate to the
changing historical context. One could argue that this is not radically
different from the process of change in urban culture, though in the
latter case the modifications occur more rapidly and the elements are
substituted in quicker succession. Above all, the products of urban
culture undergo a more demanding individuation. Literate society
sharply distinguishes individual expressions within the general cul-
tural flow, abstracting them from it, raising them to a higher level,
classifying them by genre according to various formal rcqmrcmcnts
The resulting products are called works of literature. M9 7/, /

In the Brazilian half of South America, the task of compilation
(segregating and limiting the oral cultural continoum) fell to Sii-
vio Romero, an intellectual of ardent modernizing spirit, a man
imbued with the thought of contemporary Europe’s various scien-
tific schools, ranging from Gervinus, Buckle, and Curtius, to Scherer
and Schmidt. Romero sought to master the scientific theories and
methodologies of his time and to apply their rigor and efficiency to
the collection and classification of Brazilian oral literature®® in his
“Estudos sobre a poesia popular no Brasil” (appearing the Revista
brasileiva, 1879—80), Cantos populares do Brasil (1883), and Contos

. populares do Brasil (1885). The Romantic fajth in “the infallibility of

the people” (the words are those of the philologist and collector of

I folk tales, Jacob Grimm) was replaced, in the work of Romero, by

the methodical, scientific analysi material that has been sepa-

({/3 Ar rated from its cognitive function in the life of a community as part of

v I | Tits mansformation Tnto Teranie. As André Malramesaid, the gods

¢ s Toterarc mssenoms s movbing e than ststucs.

\ The spread of costumbrismo and the realist novel throughout
Latin America obeyed more-or-less scientific precepts similar to
those applied by Romero. Costumbrista and realist authors based
their work on the same positivism that defined an overall division of
labor in the economic and social structures of modernization, as&gn—
ing entire countries different functions in the international economy. .

(ml/
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of oral tradition, the division of labor dclumtcd their specific field
of study and fixed it within an analytical grid that further ordered
and classified the contents. As a result, national literatures were con-
structed for the first tme in Latin America, somewhat belatedly,
following lines organized earlier by European Romanticism. One
sign of the times was the appearance of the first Latin American
literary histories (by Silvio Romero in Brazil, and by Fr:a.nmsco Dj-
mented in Mcmco) that wove heterogeneous and often unorthodox
threads into webs of a shape predetermined by the needs of emerging
nationalist projects.

Latin America thus recapitulated a process that had occwrred half
a century earlier in Europe, under the influence of different method-
ological perspectives but in response to the same Romantic proposi-
tions (i.e., the importance of folk traditions in national identity) and,
at least partially, in response to the same socioeconomic conditions
(c 2 thc consohdanon ofa bou_rgco;s ordcr) Thc concept of litern- “1"1:»«.,\3

e

Madame de Stael. Thus, in its new spedificity, literature was consti-

tuted as an autonomous field of knowledge as a consequence of —or, A e &/
at least, enhanced by-—the humble oral productions of rural cultures
whose long history and conservatism provided a broad legitimating |
. . - . . X LT
foundarion for conceptions of nationality. Predictably, it was in Bra- ~ /= ,//Z"f/
- O

zil, where literature had contributed in the most clearly articulated o ¢
manner to the constitution of a national identity, that recourse ro oral
tradition was first made. Soon, however, Romero’s lead was followed
by Ricardo Rojas in Argentina, another writer in the vanguard of a
nationalist tide that swept over the entire continent in the early twen-
tieth century. The dming of the phenomenon is explained, not only
by the advent of new concepts and categories of classificadon, but
also by the death throes of many traditional rural cultures, which ?155__
spurred and facilitated the collection of specimens for national litera-&”

tures. In the words of one critic, “nineteenth-century costumbri-

stas . . . responsible for the collection and preservation of such ma-
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terial were activated by this sense of imminent loss even when they
also resigned themselves to its inevitability.** The general context is
summed up by a historian in the following manner: “Progress as
conceived and implemented by the ¢lites tended not only to im-
poverish but to deculture the majority. As the folk culture Jost to
modernization, the options for the majority diminished.”®
~  The creation of national literatures and national histories toward
the end of the nineteenth century constituted a major triumph of the
lemtered city. The proliferation of the written. word_permitted the
letrados to discipline the countryside, imposing homogeneity and
ocial hygiene, and into thc emerging concept of hterature were in-

concept of belles Jettres. Literature absorbed the multiple contribii-
tions of traditional rural culture and articulated them with other
clements into a discourse on the definition, formation, and collective
values of the naton. In function, then, the literary discourse strictly
paralleled the impetuous production of Latin American historians
who, in the same period, used their writings to glorify patriotic he-
roes, placing them above partisan factions and making them symbols
of a national spirit. In search of a usable past, late-nineteenth-century
historians also began to dissolve the sense of a clean break with the
past that earlier Neoclassicists and even Romantics had attributed to
the wars of independence, enabling a reinterpretation of the colonial
pericd as the cradle of national experience. The pioneering work of
Brazilian historian Capistranc de Abreu provides a notable example.
Finally, historians came to value past expressions of the localist and
- | regionalist spirit of the cornmon people —and even, though timidly,
’g the phenomenon of racial mixing--as contributions to emerging
. national identities. Above all, historians bound the disparate threads
into a unified narrative of order and progress, a story of the gradual
"t maturation of the nation, stiuctured to advance the purposes of cen-
tralized power.2

The imposition of writing subjected the producrion of rural cul-

[ ture to urban norms but obviously failed to eliminate it entirely. The
deculturation of the countryside associated with the process of late-

nineteenth-century modernization actually opened the way for new
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vatterns. of.sural culture, mixtures of orality.and writing, strongly
- marked by the historical circumstances in which they emerged.. But
¢ lettered city remained largely blind to this generation of new
tural idioms, which were urban as well as rural and which devel-
ped particulady in popular music and theater.

“The letrados’ appropriation of oral tradition concluded in an ex-
tation of political power at the national level. This was clearly the
bjective of the lectures that Leopoldo Lugones gave to the assem-
bled members of the executive braach of the Argentine government,
collected and published three years later in his book, El payador:

/;E' < y’,‘p\__
S fe e
TE

ntlc this book with the name of the errant troubadors of old, who crisscrossed

m"coumry singing their ballads and laments, for they were the most significant

7:/' -rw;-'

ﬁgw:cs in the formation of our race. Just as has happened in all the other branches

nd ‘s:.x;catirlg, thereby, the fundamental distinctness of the Pazriz.)”

_ mianifesto emphasizing the commeon- 7
“places of patriotic ““errant troubadors singing ballads,” “the
reco-Latin trunk?” and “the soul of the race” —all intended to evoke
ic spirit of the Pagria. Elsewhere in the prologue to EI payador,
ugones reveals the real social ¢ntity against which his discourse-

v deployed. They are the Jower-class immigrants whose presence in
the city and whose capacity for oral and written cultural production
.could hardly be denied:

'I'hc throng from overseas, like ungrateful beggars raising a ruckus at the doors of
our ‘hquscs, unleashed against me their mulatto accomplices and their mestizo
devorces. They approached me with solemn expressions, these vulgar masses,
n‘cmblmg with rage and protected by parliamenrary representation, savoring for

rurient

f/ £ FaAm &é/w/f“

an.mstant the chimerical pleasure of d:sgracmg a writer immune to the

temptations of universal suffrage.1® 7(/ A E f,g/ 7y

This “throng from overseas” had already begun to produce their
opular one-act farces, and they contributed in diverse and uneven
ways to shaping 2 musical and poetic expression of overwhelming
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‘ influence in Buenos Aires, the tango. The vitality of the tango in the
| period when Lugones delivered his lectures, its intimate connections
i with the city’s plebeian culture, its insouciant tendency to straddle
/}_,2{ the division between colloquial orality and clumsy writing, its dis-
tance from urban high culture, and, more than anything else, its
uncontainable popularity, made it impossible to incorporate imme-
g diately into the rigid parameters of the lettered city. Not until its mid-
century decline would the tango be captured by writing and co-
}zl opted into a quasi-official urban mythology.
The challenge of the tango and its eventual neutralization ex-
A emplify the second great operation performed by the lettered city in.—
Cadziig ,l\\ the period of modernization. Even more arduous and delicate than
rf Bauge the appropriation of rural orality was the containment.of changes in
.l‘]\ I dlcwuf}_’ff‘]"‘ndsmlff The concentration of. population in the pe- =
1 ulegn ripheral neighborhoods of Buenos Aires paralleled the concentration
X of political power in the city center, creating a tense and unruly
agglomeration of social forces that seemed constantly to threaten the

of urban life. Once again, the principal challenge to the supremacy of of
the city of lcttcrs emanated from the city of sodal rc:;hﬁcs_ its con- con-
stant and indocile. companion. Vertiginous urban growth and the ad-
vent of mass society sowed consternation among the ruling groups.
i This was especially so in the Atlantic port cities with large black
i or immigrant populations, since the internalized influence of the
church still tempered subversive impulses in the Pacific-coast coun-
tries of large indigenous population.

Beneath its mask.of liberalism, the period of modernization de-
pended ona system of mtcnsxﬁe@ Its effects were worse in
the countrys1dc than in the city, becausc it channdled to the lower
sectors of the urban population, and especially to organized workers,
at Jeast some of the benefits derived from the period’s incipient in-
dustrialization and its burgeoning import-export trade. These small
coneessions to the volatile urban masses were possible thanks to the
more drastic repression of the rural poor. Even more effective in
meeting the challenge from below was the expansion of public edu-
cation that occurred primarily in cities and offered prospects of up-

[l /‘ tfcf
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kind of eruption that would surely subvert the hierarchical structures  §

ward:-social mobility. Because the leadership of workers” organi-
ations shared the urban perspective of the intellectuals and had im-

cept the government’s repressive policies in the countryside. In this
=us;c, the rural anarchism of the Flores Magdn brothers in Mexico
15 exceptional in Latin America. Therefore, urban radicals tended
) applaud the educational expansion of the turn of the century as an

Momu@w general neglect of rural people.
Only later, around 1930, did the frustration of their expectations lead

‘ban intellectuals, labor leaders, and political voices of the lower
iddle sectors to take up the grievances of the countryside—
1cluding those of indigenous people and blacks—and unfiul the
banner of agrarian reform to rally support that would help them
address derands and grievances of their own.*?

Long before that development, the chief cities of Latin America
had begun to change physically in response to the formidable inter-
nal and international migrations that gathered there, totally over-
helming the existing urban infrastrucrure. Perpetual snarls in com-
unications and transportation resulted not only from the rapid
population growth, but also from the increasing demands created by
the port cities’ intermediary function in the booming import-export
trade. For the first time in Latin America, urban people witnessed the
'sﬁrccping transformation of their material surroundings as the colo-
nial architecture of their youth disappeared, to be replaced in a frac-
tiéh' of a single life span by an utterly different cityscape. Thus,
ound the turn of the century many Latin American cities recapitu-
lated the Parisian reforms promoted by Baron Haussmann a genera-
oni earlicr, leading Baudelaire to rernark that Paris was changing
ore rapidly than could the human heart.

- Although it meant little to fresh arrivals from the countryside
or.from overseas—to whom all was unaccustomed and for whom
othing in their new environment represented history and identity —
e dissolution of the familiar urban setting produced a powerfully
disorienting sense of uprootedness for longtime inhabitants of Mex-
ico. City, BLIC_;I_O;AiICS, or Rio de Janeiro.?° Incoming migrants, be-
dﬁsa of the very fact of their migration, had already accepted the idea
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{ {se of change and lacked emotional attachments to their new surround-
b /‘/ /é ings, but older residents felt cut loose from their past and hurled
willy-nilly toward the mansformations of a precarious future, and the
literatare of the period, written primarily by the descendants of tradi-
tional families, tends to reflect their point of view. Conflict between
the two groups sometimes surfaces here in the form of xenophobia.
For the most part, however, the problems of urban msformaﬁon]

brought by economic modernizaton affected immigrants and old-
stock residents alike. The extreme mobility of urban society, the.bus-
tling_crowds of strangers, the new customs and: social mores, the.
successive waves. of demolition and construction that followed one
another in an accelerating rhythm — all suggested instability, loss of
S on, the past, a and a future to be conguered. The city no Jonger lived for a
yesterday fondly remembered and rich in signs of shared experience.
Instead, it lived for an unpredictable but fervently imagined tomor-
row. Unrelenting astonishment, day in and day out, was an exhilarat-
ing but trying experience for urban dweliers.
Once again, in a salvage operation precisely parallel to the one
undertaken for the oral traditfons of the countryside, the written

[

substantial, but even more crucial, was what occurred in peoples’
minds: the dreams that these written materials led them to conceive,
as the page dissolved into reveries before their eyes, exciting their
imagination, unleashing and channeling the force of their desire.
Therefore, the late nineteenth century witnessed a veritable
super-production of books telling what cities were like before the era
of modernization. Among the better known examples, one could
mention: for Lima, Tradiciones peruanas by Ricardo Palma; for Mex-
ico City, Mévico & través de los siglos by Vicente Riva Palacio; for Santi-
ago, Recucrdos del pasado by Vicente Pérez Rosales; and for Buenos
Aires, La gran aldes by Lucio V. Lépez. On the surface, they are
simplé nostalgic reconstructions of what once was and is-no- Jlonger,
thc recreation (“so that they do not die altogether™) of vanished
phcauon of Goethe’s prc:ccpt, whereby “the only thing really ours is
what we have lost forever?” Hlowever, a more probing investigatdon
reveals — predictably, because all texts are determined by the situa-
tion in which they are writteni— that the perspective of these books

‘l/
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was structured by the social context and ideology of modemnizaton. = = . /
orc than recuperate the past, they invent a particular version o on of it. -
Tt is 4 move impelled by the experience of losing cultural roots and Wﬁm‘ﬁ-&
-

seeking ne es, certainly, but also by the search for a new set of all- R o~

word. came to the rescue. Just as costwmbrist writers had used ele-

to found national literatares, they performed a similar.operationfor

[’ ments of rural culture to create persuasive national identities and

the cities. Supposedly, they set about reconstructing the urban past,

but they did so at the service of the present, so their reconstruction

E surreptitiously incorporated—and thus legitimated —the shifting

norms of the modernized city. While the rural past had offered roots

of nationality, the urban past was to provide touchstones of collective

identity among city dwellers. In both cases, the task was to instillan

ﬁﬁﬂ:ﬁv s arrogant pride in the authentic heirs of certain hwauriandy idealized
17761 ancestors and to force the humble newcomers from.abroad.into.ac-..
% Y [!ﬂ‘ cepting such admirable progenitors as their own. In sum, the written
(/\fi(\” ¢l word designed the foundations of national identity and constructed 2
. version of it in peoples’ minds, all in the service of a particular politi-,

M ﬁ« cal project. As anyone who stopped to reflect mighe have obscrved,
! is critically important process depended on pen, paper, and graven
irnages — on words braided into discourses, printed and spoken. Less
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" inclusive social norms.

As the real city was destroyed and then reconstituted on a new
[basis, the city of letters found the opportunity to encode it anew in
words and images. This new encoding involved the unfettered play
of desire much more than the deposition of facts and figures, which
mostly function to provide the resulting ideological constructs with
the convincing texture and colors of reality. The ideological function
of these representations of the urban past emerges even more clearly
when one considers the complementary elaboration, occurring at the
same time, of representations of the urban future. The larger world
of Wesrern letters, influenced by utopian thinkers such as Robert
Qwen and Saint-Simén, had already produced some key texts (Ed-
ward Bellamy’s Looking Backward and William Morxis’s News Jrom
Nowhere, for example) as well as many attempts to found utopian

P ———
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communities, very-frequently-aimed-at-the “new-continent>just-asin
the Renaissance.?! Nevertheless, the freest flights of the imagination
are probably the dream & cities of what Rimbaud corectly called Les

uminations. Intcrcsnngly, the great writers of Latin American mgh

culture evinced scant enthusiasm for the elaboration of utopian vi-
sions, and they left that activity largely to amateurs. In the case of
Uruguay, for example, the writing of utopia was left to an auctioneer
(Francisco Piria, Urnguay en el asio 2000) and to a painter (Pedro
Figari, Historia Kiriz).

Cities of the past and future were equally constructions of the
imagination, fucled by desire, induced by the disintegration of famil-
jar urban surroundings around the turn of the century. Unlike the
cities of the furare, the cities of the past could be embellished with
the discourse of nineteenth-cennury realism, but it would be irnpru-
dent to read the descriptions of old Mohtevideo, Rio de Janeiro, or
Mexico City as historical fact. It is more appropriate to read them as
responses to. rapid, disorienting g social  change and as efforts to cstab-
lish culnral models for.a.new age. Their fundamental message lies
not in the evocative details but in their overall discursive organiza-
tion, in their diagrams of ideclogical transmission, and in their tena-
cious literary signification. It is well to remember that the representa-
tions of the past city were not subject to verification and could not be
compared with the external realitics that they professed to docu-
ment, because these had already disappeared. Indeed, it was precisely
the disintegration of the material past that had cleared the ground for
its literary reinvention. These reinventions could be judged only as
texts, validated by their internal coherence rather than their historical
rigor. A dream of the past, a dream of the future—and only words
and images to steer the dreaming. '

With the disappearance of the tangible realities of the ninereenth
century, the lettered city won the right to rework them in memory,
making them: copform to the ideological edifice under construction,
bestowing thentxpon readers, and upon readers aloj ¢! The familiar
groundings of people’s experience had been swept away by the inces-
sant tides of transformation, leaving them off balance, in search of
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a sure footing that could only be supplied by the vicarious world of
the reinvented past. It was as though, detached from other points
of refercnce, readers were absorbed altogether into the universe of
signs. The persuasive permanence of that universe belies the facility

~with which it can be manipulated, adapted to various cultural mod-

cls, and restructured to suit different meanings that can be substi-
tuted, one for another, according to the impulses of the imagination.
The universe of signs offers a reassuring iflusion of solidity and im-
mobility when, in fact, it is always subtly in motion.

The citics of Latin America were thus absorbed into symbolic
dioramas of themselves, then overgrown by an enchanted forest of
Literary signs. Among the chief contributors to the process were po-
cts, possessed by an “impure Jove of cities? in the words of Cuban

poet Julidn del Casal. Few Jetrados failed.to.contribute somehow to. "

the exaltation of this sacred, if impure, love: “My beloved Buenos
Bires, when I sce yc;{i again, there’ll be no more suffering, and noth-
ing to forget” One might think that the city of letters had crowded
the city of reality totally out of the picture, but the poets of this
period oscillated between the two. At least until such a time as cach
budding letrado became co-opted into the reigning power structure,
e was available to explore the ragged margins of reality that lay
outside city of letters and linger there ambiguously in what Paul
Valery called a “prolonged hesitation between sound and sense,” vac-
ilating between authentic, lived experience and significations, cere-
mony, hierarchy, and state power. Sooner or later, most poets re-
solved the ambiguity by their full incorporation into the structures of
power, and we can trace the transition in their poetry. We can trace it,
for example, in the distance that separates the terse, ironic tremor of
“Remember how you wished to be a Margarita Gautier?” from the
bombast of Canto & la Argentina. It is still true, however, that poets
are, and have always been, the least assiduous members of the let-
tered city, and that even after their incorporation into the orbits of
power they generally appc@soncntcd and incongruent with their
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(\\ THE POLIS POLITICIZED

577l The internationalist modemmization of Latin America,
punctuated by its own arrogant celebrations of itself
€ in the first centenary of independence (anywhere be-
A tween 1910 and 1922, depending on the country)
ma.rked a sort of rebirth for the vast region south of the Rio Grande.
Somehow, the collection of fragile states separated from Spain and
Portugal had become 2 bustling part of the world economy, had
forged its modern foundations, and had become, recognizably, the
Latin America of today. The major themes, problems, and challenges
that animate the contemporary life of the continent were alrcady
present, in embryo, by the end of the nineteenth century. Then the
politics of the twentieth century arrived, full blown, on the heels
of the showy commemorations of the centenary, most strikingly
in Mexico. The Mexican Revolution initiated a string of temors
throughout the region —the reflexes of socioeconomic transforma-
tions wrought by modernization, the birth struggles of 2 new politi-
cal order to accomparty those transformations. And those struggles
had not yet concluded when the region was overtaken by the inter-
national economic crises of 1929 and 1973, sharpening conflicts
and laying bare contradictions within Latin American societies. The
twenteth century was to demonstrate how firmly the region h: had
been incorporated into the world sconomy, but but also how weak and
dependent.a_position it Geoupied within that ccoRGHY, Ater 1900,
the distance between the center and the_periphery of the interna-
tional capitalist system seemed to.widen, and Latin America lurched
in an agjtated crescendo from one crisis to another. Powerful currents
of nationalism, incubated around the turn of the century, triumphed
throughout the coptinent in the 19108 and 1920s. Then came popu-

lism, emergent in the 1930s and ascendant during much of the next
half century, and finally, the catastrophic era following the interna-
tional economic dislocations of 1973, the grave implications of which
are only becoming evident years later.

And the letrered city? How did it weather the stormy opening of
the twentieth century? Did it face renewed challenges such as those
formulated by Simén Rodriguez and José Joaquin Ferndndez de Li-
zardi in an earfier period of revolutionary change? If so, what were its
responses, and what influence (if there be any, worthy of consider-
ation) did it exercise over the larger train of events? This tour, which
has so far endeavored to characterize the enduring traits of the city of
letters, must now relinquish the long-term perspective of social his-
tory and grapple with something more immediate and personal —
family history, so to speak, and ultimately, aimost biography. Here
we tread a terrain inevitably fraught with judgment and prejudice,
visions and confusions, realitics and desires inextricably mixed, be-
cause the culturalist perception that has guided me thus far will nec-
essarily surrender its primacy —as we enter the outskirts of the pres-
ent—to another essental component of culture, politics. The final
two chapters will explore the politicizing transformations of the city
of letters as the vogue of “modernization” declined after the turn of
the twendeth century.

Without doubt, the period of modernization brought 2 stronger
emphasis on specialization, a more rigid division of intellectual la-

bor—exemplified in the newly diversified plans of study at positiv-
ist universities —appropriate for societies that now confronted de-
mnands for various kinds of complex knowledge. No letrado, not even
the recently professionalized journalists, could hope to mastet the
entire sphere of letrers, so all disciplines, old.and new, underwent a
‘process of more precise differentiation. Letrados became historians
or sociologists or economists, and so on, while those dedicated spe-
cifically to literature became a distinct profession unto themselves:
men of letters or Lteratos. As part of this process, politicians were
differentiated from political scientists, but contrary to what has been.
extensively argued, politics did not become an entirely.separatg, pro-,
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fessiopalized activity. Diverse social groups and intellectual disci-

plines continued to take partin  the polmcal transacuons 1s of public life
during the momcntous“of)emﬁhg decades of the twentieth Century,
participating vigorously in the political parties (some renovated,
mostly new) whose debates reverberated widely in the flourishing
urban journalisox of the day. Peace reigned widely, and Brazil had
finally abolished slavery and become a republic, but U.S. imperialism
had initiated its advance in a series of events that captured the atten-
tion of ail Latin America: the Spanish American War in Cuba, and
Colombia’s loss of Panama for the creation of an interoceanic canal
by the United States, followed by frequent ULS. intervention in the
Caribbean basin. In addition, the growing economic ard social im-
portance of the national state generated sharp internal debates within
cach country of the region, debates further enriched by a greater
variety of political ideologies, including socialism, anarchism, and
COMUMUDISI.

The literatos —it is worth repeating — were hardly absent from
the intense political life of this period. Some have imagined them
withdrawing from all political activity to ascend ivory towers and
dedicate themselves exclusively to art. They did, of course, partici-
pate in the above-mentioned division of intellectual labor, making of
their artistic vocation a profession requiring specialized, technical
knowledge, and precisely for that reason they abhorred amateurs
even more than their less up-to-date professional colleagues, heaping
unanimous scorn on those whom Julio Herrera y Reissig called “the
barber-critics,” typified (for the scornful) by Remy de Gourmont’s
phrase as “he who understands nothing” As a result, their concen-
tration on language and literature was more intensive than before —a
circumstance highly beneficial, it must be said, to the overall de-
velopment of Latin Armnerican letters - but the literatos did not with-

draw from political life. To the contrary, they remained closely in-

volved in public events, although many believed that politics were
absorbing energies better spent on artistic production, something
they considered fully as important to society if not more so. Nor
did the rwentieth century witness the extinction of the nineteenth-
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century model of literary statesmen like Domingo Faustino Sarmi-
ento. Pocts like Guillermo Valencia aspired to be president (of Co-
lombia, though he failed), and so did robust novelists like Rémulo

aallcgos (of Venezuela, who succeeded).

‘This movement of Latin American writers toward literary special-
ization —without abandoning a stake in public life—has not been
adequately evaluated. Pedro Henriguez Urefia entitled his otherwise
excellent overview of the years &dﬂl the less-than-apt for-
mula, “Literatura pura,” which he explained in the following terms:

A division of labor began. Men of intellectual professions now attemnpred to limit

themselves to their chosen tasks and abandoned politics; lawyers, as usual, did so

l:;tcr and to a lesser degree than did the others. The helm of state passed into the
hands of those who were nothing bur politicians. Nothing was gained thereby —
to the 0 the contrary. And sincg literature was not really a profession, but rather a voca-

Henriquez Urefia was probably thinking of Rubén Darfo, with his
all-absorbing literary passion, or of another of the modernist pocts
who eschewed politics, but these were the exception rather than the
rule, because most literatos of the time — such as Manuel Dfaz Rodri-
guez, José Juan Tablada, José Santos Chocano, Leopoldo Lugones,
Franz Tamayo, Guillermo Valencia, even Julio Herrera y Reissig—
continued to participate personally in politics or, at least, to write
about it.

Writers of the day were exponents of the tenacious myth—
adopted from French thought of the independence period, nour-
ished by nineteenth-century liberalism, and steadfastly maintained
thercafter by cach generation of Jetrados — that men of letters are best
suited to conduct political affairs. Far from losing its influence during
late-nineteenth-century modernization, the myth became more dif-

fuse but also more embracing. In the twentieth century, it remained

robust enough for the sociologist C. Wright Mills to consider it
a defining factor in Latin American intellectual life. If poets like
Lugones and Valendia allowed their professional pride to convinee
them, contrary to all objective evidence, of their special political call-
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ing, so too did the veritable phalanx of essayists who were responsi-
ble for much of the period’s literary producton: José Enrique Rodd,
Francisco Bulnes, Baldomero Sanin Cano, Carlos Arturc Torres,
Francisco Gardia Calderdn, Rafael Barrer, José Ingenieros, Alcides
Arguedas, and many more. As for the paturalist novelists, practically
all of them were immersed in politics, a fact they demonstrated not
only in their occasional essays but also quite directly in their narrative
works.?

In view of Latin American traditions, it was predictable that the
literatos should retain this vision of their political vocation at a time
of rapid social transformation. As the city of letters expanded to
accompany economic growth and urbanization, it offered new fields
of activity for intellectuals who aspired to a spiritual leadership reach-
ing beyond the partisan politics. Far from discouraging their political
pamapanon the social context of the cariy twentieth century, with
i ncreasing disciplinary spedalization, invited Tatin American in-
tc]lectuals to explore fresh avenues of social influence. One can.see.it
inthe emergence of sociology — from ]osé Marfz Samper to Eugenio
Mana de Hostos —and even more in the ideologizing function thata
ma]onty of the period’s htcratg jc}t“ compelled to exercise, an ide-

_ologizing function they pro;ccted on o coming gencrations bccausc
of the orientation toward youth movements characteristic_of that
intellectual moment. It fell to the ideologues to provide society with
sweeping normative principles, an educational antidote to the every-
day corruption of political hacks. This was the attitude evident in
Idola fori, the chief work of Carlos Arturo Torres, to which José Enri-
que Rodé added support in his prologue for the second edition in
1910. Indeed, the carly twentieth century marked the triumphant rise

of a series of philosopher-educators whose writings were very poing-
edly political, represented by Francisco Garcfa Calderdn (1883~
1953) of Peru; José Vasconcelos {1881-1959) and Antonio Caso
{1883—1946), both of Mexico; Alejando Korn (r860-1936) of Ar-
gentina; and Carlos Vaz Ferreira (1872-1958) of Uruguay, among
others.

The ideclogizing function assumed by writers in the period of
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modernization fulfilled the mission outlined by French “master
thinkers™ like Renan, Guyau, and Bourget. With the decline of re-
Hgiﬂo_ug_lgﬂicf und’gr‘ﬁh?ﬁ‘thjcrit:tg onslaught of science, the literatos

tock on a role of spiritualdeadership, providing a secular doctrine
adapted. to the circumsfances and partially replacing the clergy as
“keepers of souls” — in the phrase preferred by José¢ Enrique-Rodd-to

DA

describe the central project of his literary generation. Physicians of
the spirit, humanist priests for a new day, they stepped into the place
left vacant by the decay of the established church, that formidable
partner of regal power since the carliest days of colonization. But the

icttercd city su‘ucturcd its new version of spirituai powcr in acade-

uuuuuuu

siveness of the Cathohc Church, and it conceived its influence as thc
emanation of individual talents, independent of institutional or p_m
tisan ties. Not in vain had the civil societies of Latin America begun
to tread the democratizing roads of the twentieth century.

In their eagermess to replace the presthood, the new spiritual
guides adopted some of its techniques and mannerisms, such as the
majestic oratorical style that lent pomp to university ceremonies.?
They worked tenaciously to enhance the public dignity of intellec-
tuals and even to cloak themselves in a sacred aura (“Towers of God!
Poets!”) as an antidote to the discordant materialism and spiritual
bankruptcy of modern mass sodiety. The intellectual’s bid for a kind
of sanctification gained considerable public acceptance, though that
acceprance was limited, for the most part, to social sectors whose
outlook had been shaped by the expansion of secular education—a
portion of the letrered city already lost to the church. Paradoxically,
the alienation of the more educated actually strengthened ecclesiasti-
cal influence over the unlettered masses whom the intellectuals (al-
ways more preoccupied with the formation of 2 new generation. of
the lettered elite than with the nceds of the community at large)
failed to address. Peasants, indigenous people, and economically
marginalized urban dwellers had not benefitted —to the contrary,
suffering painful reverses —because of the transformations so ar-
dently promorted in the name of modernization, and they tended to
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view this self-appointed secular priesthood with skepticism and to
identify the traditional Catholic clergy as their authentic defender
and spiritual guide. Evidence of this attitude abounds, from the mil-
lenarian event at Canudos in the backlands of northeastern Brazil to
the insurrection of the Cristeros in western Mexico.

Latin American ideologues of the period had another central role,
as well, one quite specific to the region. Just as they aspired to tran-
scend the petty corruption, personalisim, and partisanism of everyday
politics, they also hoped to rise above the local concerns and interests
upon which everyday politics generally turned. Turn-of-the-century
intellecruals sought to achieve a lofty perspective, where national
destinies could be viewed in a universal conrext. They were the inter-
nationalists of the day— true heirs, in that respect, to the Romantic
liberalism of the early nineteenth century and notable exponents of 2
tendency that still characterizes Latin American intellectuals in the
late twentieth century. Marti’s apodictic phrase defined the convic-
tion of a whole generation: “What remains of a slecpy village in the
Latin American spirit must inevitably awaken™

Immersed in the leamed doctrines of Europe and the United
States and — thanks to their travels and to new systems of communi-
cation — absorbed in the study of contemporary international affairs,
Latin American intellectuals embraced a global ideological frame-
work for the interpretation of regional problems. They understood
only too well, through direct observation and experience, that deci-
sions taken in the centers of international power would affect their
lives powerfully, for good or ill. Thus, they advanced the integration
of Latin America into the overarching intellectual discourses of the
Western world, in an ideological movement complementary to the
economic integration ongoing in the period of export growth. They
also adapted those discourses to the social and political (even more
than the spiritual) patterns of Latin American life. European racist
thought found passive acceptance in the work of Francisco Bulnes,
Alcides Arguedas, Rufino Blanco Fombona, and the Latin American
followers of Gobineau, but it encountered stiff resistance from others,
Iike Manuel Gonzélez Prada, José Mart{, and Mancel Bornfim, who
were nevertheless engrossed in the inrellectual concerns of Europe.
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Various intellectuals of the day warned of the risk that passive
Euwropeanization posed to Latin America’s own internal traditions —
traditions that, while not democratic and much less progressive, at
least possessed significant legitimacy among the population at large.
The most lucid thinkers strove to fashion more inclusive, syncretic
cultural models that might reconcile the irresistible attractions of
universalism with the maintenance of national traditions and the
existing grid of social values. This undertaking seems to have come
easily ro poets but was considerably more difficult for novelists. As
for the essayists whose work was so influential around the turn of the
century, they found this task most difficult of all, and the results
tended to be centrist or conservative (Torres or Rodé) more often
than progressive (Mart{ or Bomfim).

All these writers coincided in trying to insert Latin American
political discourse into the ideological debates that animated the
Western world, without quite daring to attempt 2 total immersion. .
Here we see the limits of internationalization. Even the outrageously
doctrinaire and derivative qualities of earlier liberalism had, by this
time, undergone significant creolization (in part because of the po-
sitivist inflexions of the late nineteenth century), and that sort of
unalloyed ideological imitation, irrespective of local traditions and
historical experience, would not now be repeated. Early-twenteth-
century anarchism, which imported its ideology intact from the in-
dustrializing Europe, constituted the principal exception to the fore-
going generalizadon. All the other intellectual innovators of the day
tried 1o inscribe themselves on a universal map, but in a manner
reflective of the particularities of Latin American experience, without
losing sight of local horizons. In 1888, José Martf, whose involve-
ment in the belated movement for Cuban independence had resulted
in his long exile in New York City, at the very heart of world modern-
ization, formulated the cultural dilemma of internationalization in
the following texms:

“To the sorrow of Cubans, and of all Spanish Americans, although they inherit
through study and assimilate through natural talent the hopes and ideas of one
universe, the universe that moves beneath their feet is different from the one they
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carry in their heads. Because they come from 2 backward country, they have not
the ait, nor the roots, nor the inherent right to express an opinion concerning the
questions that most absorb them. They appear ridiculous intruders if they raise
their voices 1o address great issues facing humanity, issues of the day in countries
that, unlike our own, have advanced weil beyond the rudiments of civic educa-
tion to achicve brilliance and power. It is as if one went crowned with lightening
bue shod in hobnailed boots. Truly, here is a cause for mortal woe and infinite

sadness.*

To solve this dilemma, Mart{ and other Latin American intellectuals
concentrated on local problems but placed them firmly within an
ideological context animated by ideas, methods, and issues emanat-
ing from the centers of the modernizing world.

These internationat ideologies were applied now to a Latin
American experience almost as pervasively urban as its overseas mod-
els. The great cities no Jonger stood as solitary bastions amid hostile
wastes {as in the vision of the colonizers), having leveled their walls
and spread confidently beyond them. Almost always political capi-
tals, the sprawling cities had become the effective centers of control
for their respective national territories and microcosms of national
populations, and the problems of the city often appeared, mislead-
ingly, to be the problems of the country as a whole. The two uni-
verses to which Mart{ alluded —one carried in the head while an-
other moved beneath the feet — took objective form as two cities: the
ideal city derived from well-known European prototypes, and the
real city, expanding anarchically despite the efforts of those who
wished to restrain and order its growth. Whether from illustrated

magazines, wondrous tales told by travelers, or books setting forth -

urbanistic designs, visions of utopia blinded Latin American inteliec-
tuals to the social realities that surrounded thenr. On a spirituai level,
Rubén Dario spoke of “an ideal forest that complicates the real one”
Here, again, was “the cause for mortal woe,” in the anguished expres-
sion of José Martd, so indicative of the tribulations of the lettered city
in the modernizing era.

Let us proceed with caution: the ideal city of the time was not
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simply Paris—for all the Parisian-style boulevards arbitrarily im-
posed on Latin America’s urban grids— but rather the stubbom tra-
dition of the colonizing metropolis, conserved in the admiring spirit
of its ex-colonies. The ideal was still the central city that one could
drearn from the periphery, thanks to the stimulation of letters and
images, a dream corroborated and ratified by the centralized struc-
ture that Latin America’s dominating capitals imposed on national
life. Given the tenacious infiltration of present, daily experience and
of the past that cach of us bears secretly within, we may well suspect
that Latin American understandings of the ideal city could not but
differ substandally from European models, both actual and imag-
ined. Rather than reproducing precise copies of European models, as
has 50 often been said, the renovated citics on the western shore of °
the Atlaotic resulted i something pardly original, offspring of 3 dé-
sire.not strictly tied to the sources of its inspiration, a desire that, in
striving to realize itself, must necessarily produce a muddy amalgam
compounded of dreams and stubborn material realities.

Having established that the lettered city did not abandon its political
vocation during the period of modernization, et us return to our
turn-of-the-century benchmark, observing how the letrados’ polirical
engagement actually gained intensity when a French example acti-
vated their long-standing redemptive spirit. The immense majority
of Latin American letrados continued to regard politics as 2 normal
offshoot of the world letters, as Rodé clearly indicated in a letter to
Baldomero Sanin Cano: “Perhaps you are not unaware of this ines-
capable fact of South American life, whereby almost all of us who live
by the pen are fated to be pushed into politics. And I do not consider
this entirely an evil. Everything depends on our not letting ourselves
be robbed of our personalides?” These letrados were the versatile
intellectuals of whom Latin America had so few during the Enlight-
enment of the eighteenth century, and, at the turn of the twentieth
century, the fact of their “enlightenment” alone fazed them to take
leading roles in societies that had, as yet, barely initiated the practice
of democracy.

The Polis Politicized 83



: sU{.os'\M

It is worth pondering, furthermore, whether even Dario was
really an exception to the rule. He did not abstain from political
involvemnent in Nicaragua, the country of his birth, nor in the rest of
the politically interconnected region of Central America. Only dur-
ing his sojourns in Chile and Argentina did he refrain (by invoking
his neutral status as a foreigner) from any participation in partisan
politics. But that did not properly prevent him from speaking out
clearly on themes of continental importance — as he maintains in his
prologue to Cantos de vida y espevanza (1905) — nor from exercising
his more general ideological function, as he says in his capital es-

¢ say “Delucidaciones,” which served as prologue for El canto ervante
i I 1‘ (1907), and in which “the business of ideologues™ and “the business
fiy s Wit ~ of poets” arc expressly equated.
In the study of Spanish American letters, nothing has been more
| broadly debated than the question of & modernist ideology: ~Some
acute analysts, defining ideology as a coherent and explicit system,
have gone so far as to deny that a modernist ideology existed at all,®
but there can be no doubt, in my opinion, that modernist wxiters
cagerly assumed an ideological function of some sort. This held true
for the essayists and, especially, for some poets who used their care-
{ fully illuminated literary works for the exposition of doctrine: José |
)
L

Asuncién Silva’s De sobremes, Manuel Diaz Rodriguez’s Sangre pa- Jf

tricia, and Darfo’s own remarkable poem, “Los cisnes” And it is
hardly necessary to repeat— because it heads the list of grievances
formulated against the modernists by their natiomalist successors,
who respected them as artists but condernned their politics — that the
modernists, arrogated. to. themselves- the- spiritual leadership of so-
ciety, effectively abdicated by a declining church, and that they were
more than willing to occupy a seat of honor on the dais of power.
Many of the modernists thus coflaborated in reconstructing the rigid
function of the city of letters, derived directly from its colonial ori-
gins, and they could not have done so unknowingly.
The enbanced critical consciousness of the period imposed an
(?arduous task of sclfsjustification on the modernizing city of letters,
whose renewal did not go unchallenged. No longer was it enough to
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produce and manipulate the discourses of administrative and judicial
life at the apex of power. In order to maintain their positions as
official intellectuals, those who endorsed the reigning political or-
der —and it was the great majority, whether as public functionaries,
passive supporters, or discrete fellow travelers—had to parry the
attacks of intellectuals in the opposition. They did so through two
principal literary and political genres, both of which were usually
published in the periodical press, rather than in books, and both of
which testify to the growing importancc of the written word in these ,]
increasingly literate societies.

The oldest of these genres was also the most plentiful and mult-
farious. In modern terms, it could be called propaganda (or agitprop
or partijnost), and it was deployed in two symmetrical branches:

defense of the regime. and aggression against its enemies. ‘Polmcal
propaganda now took on a virulence prewously unknown in Latin
America, rcachmg Tevcls of vituperation from which polcrmc1sts of
the Romantic period had typically abstained. The polemicists of
modernization rationalized their extreme personal invective as a the-
oretical advance that dissolved artificial distinctions between public
and private life. The “enlightened” Peruvian intellectual Manuel
Gonzidlez Prada made this point sententiously in his articles “Liber-
tad de escribir” and “Propaganda y ataque;” published in the late

1880s:

"The criminal is just as criminal in his house as in the public square. The hyena is
just as much 2 hyena in a cage as in the desert.

Why not harp on physical defects? The sinister cast of an eye or 2 stooped
spinal column speaks volumes to those who understand the psychology of certain
individuals. Anomalies of form usually bring moral imperfections in their train.

Tt is not right to hide behind the inviolability of the home, much less when,
appearing to live like a damsel in the cloister, someonc lives like a pig in a sty

The second political and literary genre cultivated by these defenders
of the lettered city corresponded to the more prestigious field of po-
litical philosophy, which had taken the place formerly occupied by
theology and metaphysics. The study of political philosophy nor-
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mally went hand in hand with keen attention to history and often
attempted to generate theories of the state applicabic to Latin Ameri-
can circumstances. As one might expect, this genre had fewer practi-
tioners, although those whom it did attract were among the most
intellecnally gifted writers of the day, and despite their cautious —
when not frankly conservative— political horizons, their analyses
were generally more lucid and comprehensive than those produced
by the intellectuals of the opposition.

The names of two Mexican writers provide illustrations for these
two genres—two names extracted from the teeming ranks of Por-
firian intellectuals. Indeed, no country of Latin America better exem-
plifies the letrados’ covetous approach to power than does Mexico,
and this is just as one might expect in the society that, as the former
Viceroyalty of New Spain, saw the creation of the first and most
sustained colonial version of the lettered city. José Juan Tablada,
a refined modernist poet, exemplifies the propagandistic defender
of modemizing regimes. In Tires al blancw (1909) and Madero-
Chantecler (1910), Tablada “does not set forth a political doctrine
nor discourse on his conservative thought,” since his purpose is the
direct service of immediate political interests: “to undermine the

opposition to Diaz and to fawn over Huerta ™8 Justo Sierra, the most. -

penetrating historian-sociologist of the epoch, exemplifies the politi-
cal philosopher of modernization. Far superior, in this regard, to
Francisco Bulnes, who is often portrayed as the quintessential Por-
firjan intellecrual, Sierra developed his interpretation of Mexican na-
tonal identity in a series of journalistic articles, eventually culmi-
pated in two extended treatments: “Mexico social y politico” (1899),
a long essay, and Evolucion politica del puchlo mexicans (1900-1902), 2
perceptive multivolume work.? The merits of Sicrra’s analysis can be
attributed to the ideological coberence that he obtained by amplify-
ing his own considerable sodial and political experience through the
perspective of Mexico’s long history.

Outside of Mexico, something similar could be said of the most
vilified author and book of twentieth-century Venezuela: Laureano
Vallenilla Lanz and his Cesarismo democrdtico: Estudios sobre las bases
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socioldgicas de la constitucion efectiva de Venezuela (1919).1° Although
lacking Sierra’s boldness in justifying the particular government he
served —that of Venezuelan dictator Juan Vicente Gémez— Valle-
nilla Lanz showed extraordinary perspicacity in his revision of the
liberal historiography that represented the received wisdom, and he
established an interpretation of candillismo eventually endorsed by
many modern historians. In so doing, he inscribed himself in a Latin
American tradition of conservative historiography — extending from
Mexico’s Lucas Alamén to Colombia’s Carlos Restrepo—that has
been much more objective and astute than often recognized. Valle-
nilla Lanz based his thinking explicitly on premises of Latin Ameri-
can distinctiveness — or “auestroamericanismo,” as advanced by José
Martd—and the Venezuelan ideologue was ultimately condemned by
the development, to its ultimate consequences, of one of the Cuban
writer’s insights: “During the ycars of tyranny, the republics have -
overcome their previous incapacity to recognize the true clements of
the country, to derive from them a form of government, and to gov-
ern therewith” The same forces, inevitably corrosive of the rep-
utations of political losers, would no doubt have besmirched Si-
erra’s reputation, too, had it not been for Sierra’s association with
the university and his opportune death before the triumph of the
revolution.

It is the Mexican model of the Porfiriato —which managed to
survive the vicissitudes of the revolution and reconstruct itself vic-
toriously (with much the same personnel) under Venustiano Ca-
rranza and then (beginning a pattern of perfodic turnover) under
Alvaro Obregén - that best allows one to detect the ratonale sus-
taining the lettered city during these years. One can sepse, in the
Mexico City of Porfirio Dfaz, the conjugation, with an intensity
not found in other Latin American capitals, of two complementary
forces: an eagerness, on the part of the letrados, to enter the charmed
circles of power; and an anxiousness, on the part of the government,
to attract the letrados to its service. If the general outlines of the
sitnation are familiar, the thoroughness with which the Porfirian
regime absorbed and subsidized the letrados testifies to the strength
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of colonial traditions that had already begun to dissolve in many

countries. Somechow, this ancient ceremony of mutual attraction

| conserved its aura of aristocratic anointment into the era of democra-

5 tization, and the magic of the written word continued to confer its

j indispensable prestige, not less avidly sought because publicly dis-
i puted now among Mexico’s proliferating political factions.

The Mexican model depended on the weight of tradition, but

also on the renewed strength of state institutions and the growth of

the middle class around the turn of the twentieth century. Those who

}" controlled the central state had far more resources at their disposal

in these years of rapid economic expansion, a circumstance fortu-
nate for educated middle sectors dependent, in some micasure, on
government resources —whether indirectly, in the exercise of liberal
professions closely linked to the state in various ways, or directly,
through- publi‘ce.{nploymcnt in educadon, administration, or diplo-
mac;‘f ]’oumahsgt, which oﬁ'crc%t_:ilcctuals considerable le autonomy
in many Latn American countries and thus created some breathing
room for the PhllOSOPthal dcvclopmcnt ofa polmcal opposition,
presents a good example of Mexico’s ‘dﬁf_cxencc in this regard. The
Porfirian regime applied a systematic policy of subsidies that seemed
quite successful in winning over, or at Jeast in neutralizing, the press.
As early as 1888, the opposition paper Bl Hijo de Abuizote warned
that the governument was making payments —amounting to 40,000
pesos a month —to no fewer than thirty periodicals in Mexico City
alone, and to most of the provincial press as well.
Dependence on the government resulted, in part, from the tiny
potential readership-—a real and anguishing dilemnma of the writers
ho forged Latin American modernism. Although the creation of a
reading public was among the modernists’ goals, they made little
headway at it, 2 point poignantly illustrated by the limited editions in
Whldl their works were typically published. For the most part, their
rcadcrs ‘were their own small coteries of intellectual friends and the
d.tsungmshed forcxgn sympathizers to whom they maﬂcd thcu books
as gifts. Publication occurred when family and friends offered a poét-
hurmous homage to the author, when a bookseller took a personal
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interest in him, or, in rare cases, when a rich patron offered spontane-
ous munificence. The practice of literary patronage had been in de-
cline since the time of Ferndndez de Lizardi, as we have seen, and the
state had proved to be a poor substitute. The way of the future lay in
selling one’s ability in a new segment of the labor market, the writing
market, where authors encountered two principle groups of buyers:
politicians who needed help in composing speeches and legislation
(an important item} and editors of newspapers. In cither case, the
identity of the writer was often crased: the speech presented in the
politician’s voice, the journalistic contribution published unsigned.!*

This was the theme of Roberto Payrd’s wrenching play, E triunfo
de los otres, discussed by Rodd in one of his most emotional published
passages. Rodé recognized that the solution to the difficule material
circurnstances of Latin American writers lay in politics or journalism,
which often came to the same thing: “At its better-paid levels, jour-
nalism is little more than a manifestation of politics, while at its
lower-paid levels, it does not constitute an economic solution at all”
Rodé’s assessment of the causes of turn-of-the-century literary bohe-
mianism led him to the pessimistic view that the earlier era of elite
literary patronage had been better: “The aristocratic, individual Mae-
cenas has been replaced by the plebeian collectivity. The pension that
writers once received from the majordomo at the palace has been
succceded by the bookseller’s trade in manuscripts” And the market
for literary production in Latin American countries was s0 dismal
that it did not even provide the dubjous rewards described by Lope
de Vega for seventeenth-century Spain: “the fatuous throng at least
pays” Rodé concluded about the situation of writers in his own time
that “the throng in question here does not pay™?2

Rod¢ provided few details of problems encountered by writers
entering the market for literary production because so few writers
did so. (Rodd himself was a legislator who did not depend on sales of
his work until after 1913.) Most writers became journalists and had
to accept the political orientation and censorship of the editor of the
pubhcanon that they served —something José Martf discovered.as
a forcign concsgondcnt for La Nacidn of Buenos Aires. The sub-
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mission to editorial authority rankled more when compounded by
heavy-handed moral and political censorship, as was the case espe-
cially in Mexico. The formation of a sizable market of independent
readers willing and able to buy books, already incipient in Argentina
and Brazil during the first decade of the twentieth century, did not
oceur in Mexico for four more decades. Consequently, Mexican in-
tellectuals remained substantally tied to the operations of the state

.and_enjoyed Jess. autonomy. than their counterparts in other coun-
.tries. Although one must approach them with caution, figures given

by Francisco Bulnes illustrate the general outlines of the bitter situa-
tion in Mexico: “At the time of the restoration of the Republic, only
12 percent of all intellectuals depended on the government. In ten
years, it rose to 16 percent, and before the fall of Diaz, no fewer than
70 percent got thej living from government payrolls™?

The situation fn Mexico was affected by external factors as well
as internal ones. Especially noteworthy were the consequences of
Mart’s “nuestroamericanismo™ in Mexican political and intellectual
life. Mart{ advanced his ideas in various newspaper articles, particu-
larly those written at the time of the First Pan-American Conference
convened in 1889 in Washington, D.C. In the face of palpable evi-
dence regarding the expansionist intentions of the United States,
long nourished by the doctrine of Manifest Destiny, and in view of
the unequal struggle likely to result from any resistance to U.S. im-
perialism, Marti appealed for solidarity among Latin Americans.

The only defense against the U.S. expansionism lay in unity — both.

among Latin American nations and within each nation — against the
common enemy. Like Mart’s more immediate cause, the movement

for Cuban independence, muestroamericanismo implied a multi-class

political alliance.’ At least, so the matter was understood in Mexico,
where the supporters of Diaz pointed to the universally recognized
threat of the powerful neighbor to the north in silencing popular
demands and resentment against the Porfirian Cientificos. Thus, the
dictator’s agreement with U.S. railroad companies to construct the
country’s rail network was justificd by Justo Sierra as a way both to
foster national unity and to avoid irritants that might trigger latent
interventonism. Craven invocation of the yangui menace might not
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have been persuasive to Mexico’s suffering poor, but it provided an
acceptable explanation for the majority of Mexican intellectuals, al-
lowing them to rationalize their acquicscence in a repressive system
that—Jike other order-and-progress regimes elsewhere—brought
some measure of economic benefit to the middle class.

Venezuela (a country lacking Mexico’s long viceregal tradition)
provides another example of the importance of the particular histor-
ical conjuncture in maintaining the attachment of Latin American
letrados to the state during the early twentieth century. Nothing
better illustrates that attachment than the parade of ministers who
staffed the authoritarian government of Gen. Juan Vicente Gémez
between 1908 and 1935. The dictator’s ministers— charged with,
among other dutics, writing the six copstitutions successively pro-
ulgated by Gémez— ranked among the most cultured and accom-
plished Venezuelans of the day. Reaching back at Jeast to the rule
of Cipriano Castro at the close of the nincteenth century, the exag-
geratedly servile relationship of Venczuelan.letrados fo the state
culminated in an almost grotesque contrast between the practically
illiterate Gémez and the distinguished letrados who served him.
There were, of course, not a few who resisted the dictator’s blandish-
ments, and repeated student protests (the most famous in 1928)
demonstrated the existence of a tenacious, if partially submerged,
current of intellectual opposition. But in the diaries written during
long vears of exile by Rufino Blanco Fombona, one encounters bitter
comments on what he viewed as an abject surrender to Gémez on the
part of the overwhelming majority of the intellectuals of the diarist’s
generation. In a “Nota de 1929, added to his book La noveln de dos
a7ios, 5 Blanco Fombona attempts to discriminate between intellec-
tuals worthy of the name and pettifoggers in the service of Gémez,
who had “a certain varnish of reading and university studies” but had
“an intelligence similar, or even inferior, to” that of the dictator him-
self. In a scathing attack on most of his contemporaries, Blanco Fom-
bona wrote:

Under the ferocious dictatorship of Fuan Bisonte [John Bisor, his insulting
appeliative for Gémez], the “barbarocrat)” the boor, the thief, the traitor, the
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wheeler-dealer, the butcher, the chiseler, the murderer, the executioner of stu-
dents, the seller of our nationality to the yamguis, the destroyer of Venszuelan
society by steel, fire, imprisonment, exile, plunder, poison, torture, spying, by
staining the honor of men and women, monopolizing business, negating the
right to hold opinions, to dissent, to breathe, even to die with dignity; under this
dictatorship, the most infamous, abject, and cruel ever to dishonor America: Who
have groveled at the feet of the monster? Who have prostituted themselves in the
service and the adulation of the assassin, never protesting against jailings, banish-
ments, persecutions, torments, poisonings, and larcenies? Against the surrender-
ing of the country and its sources of wealth to foreigners and to the family of
Gémez? Who bave sullied themselves for 4 miserable pittance? Who have sung
the praises of the monster? None other than the country’s leading “Tyric” talents:
Gil Fortoul, Dfaz Rodriguez, Pedro Emilio Coll, Andrés Mara, Vallenilla Lanz,
César Zumera, and many others — all, in fact, or almost all.¢

The collaboration. of intellectizals with authoritarian rule passed
from grotesquery to tragedy in Mexico, as well, with the fall of Dfaz
and the rise of Gen. Victoriano Huerta. As the pax porfiriana dis-
solved into bloodshed, inaugurating Latin America’s troubled twen-
tieth century in the process, the peaceful tradition of bureaucratic
service became obsolete, and the level of political commitment de-
manded of Mexico’s “Iyric talents” was raised from discrete part-
nership to the partisan belligerency exemplified by Salvador Diaz
Mirén and José Juan Tablada. The treachecrous execution of pres-
ident Francisco Madero by reactionary forces tainted the rule of
Huerta long before the triumph of the revolution brought the defini-
tive judgment of history, but after Huerta’s defeat, not a few of the
intellectuals who had served him became converts to the cause of his
opponent and successor, Venustiano Carranza.

By the time of Mexico’s great revolutionary upheaval, a current of
critical opposition thought was already clearly present, though it was
still somewhat confused and inchoate and many of its exponents
were recently and unevenly trained. During the ensuing decades, this
current of opposition thought flowed into an idealistic, emotional,
and spiritnalized doctrine of social regeneration, contributed to an
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acerbic critique of late-nineteenth-century modernization (ignoring
t,bggpposmons d'vx}n roots in that process), and launchcd a con-
.cerred assault on thc icttcréd élty This assault was aimed at ousting
its current occupants and at altering its ideological orientation, but
not at abolishing its hicrarchical function. Mexico’s lettered opposi-
tion testified to the presence of an emergent middle class, the ac-
cumulative prodict of gradual changes wrought by modernization.
Scattered across a diversity of social sectors that made the develop-
ment of class consciousness more difficult, the middle class already
possessed a large number of intellectual spokesmen, but it displayed
a marked political preference for reform and eschewed radical breaks
with the past. The uncertain exploits of the middle class were des-
tined to loom large in the coming century, and though subsequent
students of the matter have scaled back many of the sweeping asser-
tions made in the pioneering Materiales para el estudio de Ia clase media
en América Latina (1950),Y the emergence of a middle class was
already attracting the notice of Mexican politicians and intellectuals
shortly after the turn of the century. The comments of Porfirio Diaz

during his famous 1908 interview with journalist James Creelman .

testify to the dictator’s own awareness of the phenomenon.

/

—
Critical thought necessarily arises within the context of what it

opposes. Subtly and powerfully, reigning ciccumstances thus config-
ure the opposition and imprcg:iatc'it, so that critical propositions
anuthctlcal to the principles that sustain the status quo end up pro-
longmg somc of its basic orientations. Even the utopias conceived by
the opposition become positive poles whose location is incscapably.
oriented by preexisting negative poles. Doctrines of opposition to =
the lettered city thus prolonged the same polarities present in the
ideology against which they reacted — polarities inherent in the so-
cial context within which oppositon intellectuals lived their for-
mative years.

The social and political critiques that gained acceptance in
twentieth-century Latin America had evolved during the preceding
period of modernization. The economic liberalism dominant among
the modermizers allowed a certain diffuseness of social development
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and expanded the sexvice sector enough to permit a small flow of eco-
pomic surplus to be absorbed by intellectuals involved in political dis-
sent. Their presence was a byproduct of urbanization and, one might
say, bespoke the unevenness of that process, because so many opposi-
ton intellectuals began their careers in provincial towns, where they
conceived ambitions that could only be satisfied in the national capi-
tals. The hardships of their marginal positon in Buenos Aires, Rio
de Janeiro, or Mexico City then stecled the resolve of these new
arrivals to challenge the position of ruling elites. This is the ardent
saga told so persuasively by José Vasconcelos in his Ulises cviollo. In the
twenticth century, the city of letters would be populated not only by
the children of the “best™ families, as had previously been the norm.
Although children of privilege still figured among them, the majority
of these modern letrados would be recruited from among the descen-
dants of artisans, petty merchants, ofﬁ‘cc clerks, and even, in a few
extreme but significant cases, of slaves.” \

Paradoxically, nmetcenth-century liberalismy;, with its philosophy

of sclf-aggrandizing utilitarianism, figured prommcntly in the social—

gencalogy of the new generation of letrados and helped. account fot-.
their rise. But it did not prevent them from producing fiery indict-
ments against the ideology that introduced material interests as pri-
mary motives of human behavior and proffered modernist hedonism
as its Joftiest end. As Carlos Reyles indicated in La muerte del cisne
(1910) —opposing the arguments of his fellow Uruguayan, Rodd —
the dissemination of literacy in Latin America had been the result of
utilitarianism, and while the new letrados were its direct beneficia-
ries, they soon learned to mask the real material incentives operating
in their lives and cloaked such crudities in a discourse of spirit and
emotion, best systematized by Antonio Caso in Mexico: “La existen-
¢ia como economia, como desinterds, y como caridad” (x919).28 The
tendency of opposition thought to disguise its own bourgeois ori-
gins in this period had been noted by Nietzsche for Europe, and
it held just as true for the democratizing ideologies of twentieth-
century Latin America.

A politics of interests, oriented toward immediate material im-

(R
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provements in people’s lives, appears to have moderated the violent
passions and personalisms that ‘inevitably skew any stnctly econo-
mistic-analysis-of- mnctccmh—ce:ntury politics in Latin Ameriga,, Of
course, there are well-known limitations to any schematic economic
determinism in political analysis. Still, just as Albert Hirschman bas
used the propositions of Montesquicu and James Stewart 1o argue
for the case of eighteenth-century Europe,® “sweet commerce” tem-
pered dominant political passions and undercut the bioody despo-
tism of unipersonal rule in Latin America during the period of mod-
ernization. The process is evident in the liberal jurisprudence of Rui
Barbosa, who promoted English legal models for his native Brazil,
but evident, too, in the thinking of socialists like José Ingenieros in
Axgentina, and even in the formulations of anarchists like Florencio
Sdnchez, Uruguayan author of the polemical tract El candillaje crim-
inal en Sudamérica (1903), evocative of Sarmiento’s Facundo. De-
spite the divergent sociopolitical philosophies espoused by these au-
thors, their outlooks shared an affinity. evident in retrospect, if not
in their own time. Hirschman himself has cited the interpretations of
two Colombian economists, Luis Eduardo Nieto Arteta and Luis
Ospina Visquez, concerning the protection that the coffee boom of-
fered against anarchy and despotism in a country with one of the
most tempestuous -political histories in nineteenth-century Latin
America.2

Abuswc(pcrsonal}ﬁt concentratjons of power _were somewhat
curtailed by the-expafsion of commerce and industry, but such eco-
nomic developments could not occur in isolation from the state,
especially in the long term. The brilliant careers of Latin Amoerican
captains of industry — for example, Brazil's Baron of Maud, Argen-
tina’s Eduardo Casey, and Uruguay’s Emilio Reus— often came to
disastrous ends that illustrate the weakness of the national bour-
geoisie, which normally hadto a].ly itself with foreign cap1tal and. st:ck
the protection of, or at least develop friendly links with, the power o of

the state. The state, in turn, had to contemporize with the regional

interests of landowners and merchants, a circumstance well repre-
sented by the policies of Brazilian president Manuel Ferraz de Cam-
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pos Salles, so solicitous of the interests of coffee growers in the cen-
tral south of the country at the turn of the century.

Analogously, the timid advances of democracy during this period
wete often accompanied by the strengthening of certain authoritar-
jan tendencies, as the circle of political power within Latin American
countries widened gradually beyond the narrow limits of the land-
owning aristocracy to include the national bourgeoisie as weil as the
letrados who staffed the administrative, financial, and educational
systems. Although they obviously testified to the democratic aspira-
tions of the day, aspirations that responded less to the initiatives of
the rising middle class than to the cogitations of “enlightened” intel-
lectuals, such changes did not affecr the fundamental architecture of
power. Whether in the Mexico of Porfirio Diaz or the Argentina of
Julio A. Roca, authoritarian governments-did-not decrease, but ra-
ther rginforced, what some called their{guiding mﬂucncc”ovcr the
tons but mggs_ggiy,_qmphasmd then' lcgmmanng func.uon al-
ways under the direct control of the military, whether or not cloaked
in civilian garb. Toward the end of the period, Laureano Vallenilla
Lanz hit upon a description of this oscillation between contrast-
ing tendendies in the Venezuela of Juan Vicente Gémez, calling the
result “democratic caesarism.” A similar idea had already occurred to
Justo Sierra in Mexico, and all this well before Max Scheler and Karl
Mannheim introduced the idea of a tension between the categories of

" “rationality” and “impulse” making dictatorship a circumstantial

manifestation of the evolutionary process of democracy and a man-
ifestation, too, of thc disequilibrium between rising social classes and

—

governing elit
Thus, the mudzllﬁmo that had emerged to mediate the dlscor~

dant components of id-nineteenth-century Latin American socu:ty
evolved —but did not abandon. its powerful grip—under the influ-

_ence of “sweet commerce” Authoritarian regimes adapted them-

selves to the requirements of economic liberalism and cautiously
admitted new social groups into the circle of power, as long as the
interests of the newcomers could be conciliated with those of estab-
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lished ruling clig‘:ks. This strategy had 2 variety of unintended and,
pethaps, unforeseeable conscquences. Of particular interest to us
here is the obligatory creation of a larger group of specialists in
intellectual functions. The miumph of the process of national unifica-
tion—the central pro;cct of modcrmzmg govemments ~had re-
quired a marked expansion of educational opportunities, had con-
centrated those opportunities in the cides, and had signaled the new
economic importance of the letrered city in the years ahead.
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6
THE CITY REVOLUTIONIZED

] Hardly had the monuments commernnorating the first
4 centenary of Latin American independence been inau-
| gurated, hardly had the pompous foreign delegations
J departed, when the era of revolutions began in earmest.
I share with Abelardo Villegas the idea that, if one defines revolution
more as a “profound social change” than a “violent rupture with the
past;” then the two most significant Latin American revolugons of
the twentieth century have been the Mexican Revolution initiated in
1911 and the peaceful revolution undergone by Uruguay at the same
time. In the same year that a triumphant Francisco Madero entercd
Mexico City, following the flight of Porfirio Diaz, Uruguayan presi-
dent José Batlle y Ordéiiez initiated his second term in office, having
already defeated the armed resistance of his conservative opponents
and ready now to implement his program of sweeping social and
political reforms. B
Although quite different from one another, both revolutions re-
sulted in regimes that have analogues— varying in context, config-
uration, and degree — in later movements for sogiopolitical change in
twentieth-century Latin America. One could mention the early victo-
ries of Hipdlito Yrigoyen in Argentina (1916) and Arturo Alessandri
in Chile (1920). Then there is the “disciplined democracy” that Ge-
nilio Vargas began to formulate for Brazil in 1930 and that carried
him officially to the presidency in 1934, before his proclamation of
the authoritarian Estado Novo in 1937 —years in which Alfonso
Lépez was installing his “pew liberalism™ in Colombia and Lézaro
Cérdenas was infusing new vigor into Mexico’s already institu-
tionalized revolution. One could add the successive advents of Juan
Domingo Perér’s “Tusticialism” in Argentina (1945), Rémulo Ga-

Y

- llcgos’é Accién Democritica in Venezuela (1958), Fidel Castro’s

armed trumph in Cuba (1959) —which raised the banner of com-
munism in 1961 and thus helped orient Salvador Allende’s Popular
Unity movement in Chile (1970) —and, finally, the Sandinista Na-
tional Liberation Front in Nicaragua (1980). All of these movements
for political renovation drew on their own national traditons, of
course, as well as on a certain historical momentum at the continental
Jevel. The purpose of the present chapter is to trace their distant
origins in that momentous second birth of modern Latin America,
various aspects of which have already been examined: the period of
modernization surrounding the turn of the twentieth century.

In view of the foregoing panorama of successive waves of democ-
ratization — all associated with regimes redolent of candillismo, when
not plainly and intransigently authoritarian —we might ask whether
Latin America has continued in the orbit of what has been called
“democratic caesarism?” By the mid-twentieth century, our scholarly
interpretations of political phenomena have abandoned biological
and environmental determinism and turned to the examination of
more serviceable social and economic categories, and yet, as in the
older literature, the figures of individual leaders remain inescapably
central. Nothing better identfies the successive eruptions of new
social groups (or the corresponding transformations of the political
scene) than the names of their respective caudillos, and the duration
of each phenomenon is not uncommonly coterminous with the
leader’s tenure in power.

Claudio Véliz has described “a crude and excessively assertve
version of the traditional centralism” in the wake of the economic
crisis of 1929, a development we have already traced back to the tum
of the century, and beyond, into the period that Véiz calls the “liberal
pause”2 Other historians have found in this twentieth-century recon-
centration of political power under personalist leaders not so much
the resurrection of old-style candillismo as a return of certain tra-
ditional political concepts still cherished by the unlettered masses
who were entering the political arena for the first time. José Luis
Romero has made this argument for the case of Yrigoyen and Argen-
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tina’s Radical party: “The deficient political education of the new
social complex impeded the realization of even its most accessible
ideal, the formal perfection of democracy, because the majority senti-
ment brought with it a kind of ‘dictatorship of the majority’ that ob-
structed the functioning of emerging institutions precisely when it
would have been easiest to establish thern definitively”® Economists,
for their part, have stressed the worsening imbalance (between cen-
ter and periphery) in the distribution of intcrnational capitalism’s
economic surplus, especially in recent decades. Upon receiving the
Third World Prize in the United Nations in 1981, economist Raxl
Prebisch affirmed: “The advance of structural change in peripherat
capitalism brings forth a contradiction between the process of de-
mocratization and the process of appropriation of the surplus and
redistribution. There are only two options to solve this contradic-
tion: one is to transform the system and the other is to resort to force
in order to suppress democratic institutions™

Historians have accustomed us to view the economic crisis of
1929 as the crucial break, the chief turning point in the twentieth-
century history of Latin America, but the international oil crisis
of 1973 would seem to constitute an equally significant economic
break. It is now possible to see the six decades of Latin American
revolutionary upheaval that began in 1910 as a coherent period char-
acterized by enduring central issucs and by debates in which the
social protagonists resemble one another greatly from country to
country —all conditioned by international circumstances that vary
only to grow worse. The impact of the early revolutions on the
letrered city thus takes on the larger implications of the period as a
whole.

When, in 1924, Pedro Henriquez Urefia drew up a balance sheet
of “La influencia de la revolucidn en la vida intelectual de México” he
signaled two chief elements: nationalism and wniversal education.
Neither was exclusive to Mexico, of course. From the time of the first
centenary celebrations, they had become widespread aspirations in
Latin America, sometimes explicitly attributing to Mexico the in-
spirational leadership that José Vasconcelos had tried so bard to es-
tablish as secretary of education for that country in the 1920s. Both
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elements belonged to the generational spirit of young intellectuals
emerging into natiopal life at the tuen of the century, 2 spirit called
“ufanismo” (later much ridiculed as hollow patriotic arrogance) in
Brazil and “novecemtismo™ (in reference to the vear 1900} in Spanish
America, with its quintessential exposition in the manifestos of Ar-
gentina’s Ricardo Rojas: Blastn de Plata (1909) and La restanracion
nacionalista (1910).5

Nationalist pride and education for everyone were causcs that
challenged the values — intellectual universalism and clite enrich-
ment —characteristic of the period of modernization, but the goal
was not to climinate these values, only to complement them and
create a broader social base for them. In a manner suggested by Karl
Marx almost a century earlier, young intellectuals from the emerging
middle class spoke with ringing tones in the name of all the excluded
and dispossessed in proposing a political opening that would be
most advantageous to themselves as individuals. In some ways, this
was a democratic analogue of the much more elitist demands made
by intellectual spokesmen years before.
possessed an irrefutable right to education—a tenet that, as knowl-_
edge was assumed to confer power in society, tacitly suggested the
redistribution of wealth and thus challenged the unrestricted enrich-
ment of the elite. The suggestion remained unspoken because the
young champions of this cause carefully avoided explicitly economic
demands, taking instead the rhetorical high ground with expressions
of lofty ideals, personal disinterest, and comumitment to social justice,
while accusing those in power —with a vehemence seldom equaled
before or afterward — of the most scandalous greed and corruption.
‘They maintained as well that most citizens (if not all) had rights over
that vast sphere represented by the nation, doubtless more so than
any foreigners, although the citizens be humble workers. In 2 man-
ner reminiscent of the Creole mentality on the eve of independence,
the nation figured in this discourse essentially as a provider of mate-
rial benefits (the key to which lay in public office), seldom as a
burden implying duties, responsibilities, or sacrifices.

However legitimate, the call for an exclusively nationalist cultural
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emphasis could not conceal a certain lack of intellectual rigor, as
the threatened conservative doyens were quick to point out. The cul-
tural sphere of nationalism was obviously much more accessible to
the Latin American masses than the “universal” cultural knowledge
prized by the “enlightened” elites in the later nineteenth century,
since it was conferred automatically by place of birth and by the
formative traditions of everyday life. Nor did the nationalism imply a
precise ideological orientation. It served as a bulwark against both
rapacious imperialism and poor immigrants, and it tended to justify
an indolent resistance to any new ideas from outside the country. The
rapid democratization of schooling, so superbly idealized, brought
with it a predictable decline of educational standards as complex
conceptual issues woderwent facile popularization, and it sometimes
degenerated into simple entertainment.

The populist, nationalist generation that accompanied Latin
America’s first twentieth-century revolutions —sometimes termed
the generation. of 1910~ has been obscured by the splendors of the

! more universalist, modernizing generations that preceded and fol-
+ lowed it.6 Its importance has faded, over the years, despite the fact

that so many leading cultural figures emerged between 1900 and
1920: among them, Gabriela Mistral, the first Latin American winner
of the Nobel Prize, representing the progress of the feminist move-
ment in her generation; José Eustasio Rivera and Rémulo Gallegos,
the first widely read regionalist narrators; and José Vasconcelos, the
region’s first intellectual caudillo. The experience of this generation
was crucial to the subsequent transformations of the lettered city.
The literary generatiod of the 1920s, encompassing Spanish Ameri-
can vanguardismo_and Brazilian modernismo, displayed a rc;ncwed
taste for modernism but did not relinquish the. nanonahzﬁé‘ém
phasis of their predecessors. Later still, another generation of Latin
Amcrican mtellcctuals would harkcn back to thc writers of 1910 in
ated with the Cuban Rcvé'iﬁ"ﬁbﬁ

In fact, the formula ¢f 19 10; nationalism and education for all -~
translates directly, in practical terms, into “Latin Amcncan democ-
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xacy:” This was the banner of idealists like Simdn Rodriguez in the

aftermath of independence, and it echoed (hollowly, for the most
part) through the political rhetoric of the rest of the nineteenth cen-
tury, with some of its fiest artistic elaborations in the symbolist poetry

Vo e
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of modernizing literatos at century’s end. It was during the first two T
decades of the twenticth. century, howevcr that the slogan began to )

become 4 pracnce? engaging the larger national community. The cata-
lyst for this} pwotal change is not to be found in the cadlortanons ofu its
intellectual architects but in the unabashed public enthusiasm for the
manifestations of popular culture that now received official promo-
tion. Wide participation in popular culture had, of course, predated
official sanction of it, but had lacked a reassuring public celebration
of its artistic validity, not to mention the kind of matcnal support

that now facilitared its expansion.

The culrural transformations of the period find in the sudden™]

vogue for such things as corridos in Mexico and tangos in Argentina |
a better emblem than in the frequently mentioned lectures on the :
transformations of Western thought at the Atenco de la Iuvcntud}
Mexicana (1909) or in Ricardo Rojas’s literary revalorizaton of Ar
gentine provingial life. The living popular culture of the moment was
not the conservative, dci:hhang folk hentage of the countryside that
urban intellectuals admired for its picturesque local color. It was the
vital, vulgar culture of the urban masses, who drew on rural folk
traditions as the nakiral matrix of theix own creativity but did so
without a nostalgic urge to conserve. The exuberant popiilar culture
of Latin America’s great cities testified instead to the rcscnt/ —to the

Q:xpcncnce of rapid urbanization and to the emergence of a working

¢lass as'a major historical protagonist. Nothing better illustrates this
process than does the carcer of the tango, which passed from its
birthplace in brothels and poor ncighborhoods to the fashionable
salons of the middle class as Buenos Aires and Montevideo swelled
explosively with rural migrants and immigrants from overseas during
the first twenty years of the century. It took considerably longer for
the middle class to embrace urban popular culture in Mexico, where
attitudes [ike those revealed by even so subtle an intellectual observer
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as Antonio Caso —who spoke of “hopelessly ignorant common peo-
ple” - impeded the valorization of their cultural dynamistm.”
Politically, the dissenting letrados of tlmpcnod 10 longer formu-
lated the transformations they desired mg\closcd and often sceret or-
ganizations like the masonic lodges of the independence period.
They bad come to view mass-based party organizations, quite unlike
the elite alignments.of the.nineteenth. century, as the essential vehi-

cles of political change. It is interesting to observe, at the risk of di-

gressing slightly, that not until well after mid-century would Latin
American intellectuals resort again to a pattern of secret organization
reminiscent of the lodges, justifying their abandonment of party poli-
tics in theoretical terms provided by Régis Debray’s Revolution in
the Revolution (1962). Debray interpreted the experience of the vic-
torious Cuban Revolution and proposed the creation of insurgent
nuclei callec@lmio stimulate the spread of revolutionary activity. It
ought to be added, as well, that the late-twentieth-century reversion
to a strategy of secret vanguard organizations (which began to ac
quire 2 mythic aura in Franqui’s slender book Los doce) failed to do
justice to a revolutionary movement that had, by that time, touched
broad sectors of the population.

However committed to the idea of mass-based party politics, the

[ intellectuals of the first period of democratic opening remained

firmly within the parameters of the Latin American political tradi-

Ltion. The sole aim of their political action was taking over the gov-

ernment, and they conceived of no manner . of generating social
change apart '+ from control of the central state, now more powcrﬁll
than ever before. They distinguished their objectives from those of
carlier ¢ opposition movements by specifying their intent to use the
power of the state to democratize and not, as in the past, to serve the
narrow interests of one clite faction or another. Ultimately, in this
way of thinking, the progress of democratization would contribute
to reducing ubiquitous governmental power. The generosity of their
idealism does not conceal its flaws: an inability to imagine forms of
democratization less dependent on the state and a failure to reflect on
the capacity of institutionalized power to reproduce itself in ever
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more rigid and authoritarian forng'Ihese potential hazards made
themselves felt quickly indeed, if one credits the testimony of intellec-
tuals like José Vasconcelos who, in his Memorias, shows how each
successive group taking control of the Mexican state after 1910 con-
centrated power further and rode more roughshod over those who
did not belong to the inner circle. There was, perhaps, truth in Al-
berto Zum Felde's skeptical observation that “the difference between
‘enlightened’ and “barbaric” dictatorships lay mostly in how they were
regarded by intellecrual minorities™®

If “democratic caesarism” seems less than satisfactory as a descrip-
tion of politics in a period that insistently termed itself nationalist,
perhaps “democratic authoritarianism” will do. Either formula indi-
cates that 2 democratic outlook substituted for the aristocratic one of
cnlightened despotisms (the best example of which in Latin America
was the reign of Pedro II in Brazil). But both display an obvi-
ous contradiction, since caesarism and authoritarianism are better
adapted to a hierarchical society than to a democratic one, in which
cultural values are not handed down from a ruling elite but forged in
the free interplay of social forces and merely implemented by the
rulers, ‘The contradiction was expressed as well in the tenacious aris-
tocratic tendencies of the lettered city, which aspired to carry on a
tradition of culnzral leadership parallel to the political leadership
of the new caudillos. Nevertheless, a clear culrural change occurred |
as Latin America’s twendeth-century cyele of revolutions unleashed %
truly transformative forces in successive waves, ever widening the cir- |
cle of political participation with the inclusion of new social groups, a |
development well illustrated by the evolution of art and letters dur- l
ing the first half of the century. The activities of members of the city
of letters contributed importantly to the process of cultural change,
because crusading letrados made partisan appeals to the poor and re- z
cently educated in an effort to further the cause of populist nation-
alism and, as a result, encouraged the political expression of ideas,
values, and sensibiliies rooted in the collective experience of the
popular classes.

Hence the singularities of the partisan politics that arose in Latin
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America around the turn of the century, riveting the attention of
political thinkers and actors on new democratic parties. These par-
ties were endowed with an organic structure and mobilized a solid
participatory base (reaching into many sectors of the population)
around a coberent program of ideas. Although they continued to
hang their hopes of social renovation on the seizure of political
power—whether in elections or revolutions— the road to victory in
cither casc seemed to lie in the democratic politicization of the party’s
mass base. In some countries, that politicization would be urgent,
tempestuous, and driven by events; in others, where the institutions

of political representation were already more consolidated and the

perspective of eventual triumph more certain, it would advance more
patiently. The salient example of the first pattern is the party that
Francisco Madero set in motion on the eve of the Mexican presiden-
tial election of 1910, a party that did not come fully—and then, only
precariously —into being untl after the revolutionary victory, in
response to the series of government initiatives that culminated in
the formation of the country’s Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(pRr1). The second pattern is perhaps best exemplified by the democ-
ratizing renovations enacted by José Batlle y Ordéiez within Uru-
guay’s veteran Colorado party in preparation for the elections that
carried him to power in 1903 and again in 1911. Similarly, Argen-
tina’s Unidn Clvica Radical saw its many years of dedicated organiz-
ing finally crowned by the election of Hipdlito Yrigoyen in 1916.
One could cite many other Latin American examples of the con-
trasting roads inaugurated by Madero and Batlle, respectively. For
example, precisely the same dichotomy could be applied to the Par-
tdo Revolucionario Cubano, forged in 1892 by José Mard in prepa-
ration for an invasion of the island three years later, and, on the other
hand, the Partido Republicano of Brazil, that began its gradual pros-
elytization under the leadership of Quintino Bocaiuva in 1870 and
achieved the overthrow of the monarchy only after eighteen years of
paticnt organization, Some parties vacillated between the two para-
digms. The frustrating experience of Peru’s Unién Nacional (estab-
lished in 18901) throws light both on the character of its founder,
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Manuel Gonzélez Prada (who abandoned the project and embarked
for France after only a few months}, and on the social forces in
conflict in that sorely divided Andean nadon, where democratization
began to gain headway only in the 1920s.

[’ The new mass-based parties built on the critique that opposition
1

etrados had directed in preceding years at the insufficiencies and
falsehoods of “politics as usual” The writings of Manuel Gonzdlez
Prada offer some particularly virulent examples. The Peruvian lite-
rato inveighed, in various essays, against parties (calling them “elec-
tioneering clubs or mercantile associations™), against polidcians (“a
syndicate of sickly ambitions™), against politics (“treachery, hypoc-
risy, bad faith — corruption in white gloves™), and against leaders in
general (“agents of high finance, shrewd bumpkins who have turned

]

a profit in politics, impulsive soldiers who regard the presidency of ]

the republic as ‘the highest rank in a military career™).® Gonzilez
Prada nevertheless resisted the idea of a strict, specific party platform
and instead espoused general formulas that often seem fatally vague:
“to evolve in the direction of widest individual liberty, preferring
social reforms to political transformations” On the other hand, he
specified categorically that the members of a party ought to rally
around elevated ideals and moral principles. In his “Declaracion de
principios” (1891) he says that “it is espedially important to unite
men with the bond of ideas]™® and in his public lecture “Los partidos
y la unién naciopal” (1898), he defends the partisan principle of
refusal to compromise: “In only one way — by being intransigent and
irreconcilable —will we attract the sympathy of the crowd and find
an echo in its soul. Why have our political partics failed in the past?
Because of the lack of real dividing lines, because of the mutual
infiltration of one side by the other™?

The vision of party as an ideological bulwark — that gave no quar- |

ter to its adversaries and never compromised on matters of doc-
trine —was a defining feature of the new political forces, at least in
their period of ascendance. For the Rio de la Plata, this penchant for
ideological purity can be observed full blown in the democratizing,
parties of Yrigoyen and Batlle, which took on an exclusivism highly
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irritating to the older parties and especially unbearable to political
independents, who attributed it to the personal despotism of the two
caudillos. In Uruguay, for example, “Batllismo” tolerated the pres-
ence of a minority opposition within the government, but policies
were set by the majority party in strict accordance with its guiding
philosophy. The political intervention of intellectuals was limited to
their participation in the ranks of ope party or another, as they be-
came, first and foremost, correligionarios—adherents of a partisan
creed. Among the first to express their resentment were the great
cultural figures of the turn-of-the-century modernization period,
such as José Enrique Rodd, whose relations with Batlle were notably
strained. When Batlle announced his second presidential candidacy
in 1910, Rodé endorsed it along with most other members of “the
conservative classes for whom the prestige of administrative order is
always what most adorns the image of a public man, along with the
country’s working-class elements who had acquired a collective con-
sciousness for the first time during the government of Batlle™* By a
year later, however, Rodé had distanced himself from Batlle and
joined the opposition, vowing to combat “the disastrous politics of
closed factions, the deliberate exclusion from the government of the
country’s most representative intellectual and moral forces, the over-
whelming personaltsm of.prcs1dcnt1a.l authority, smothering all au-
tonomies and ¢fecti cly suppressmg all divisions of power"1?

The samejdeological purism [ that excluded some letrados from
power provided privileged access to others, in a pattern that recurred
thereafter in the Brazil of Getilio Vargas, the Argentina of Juan
Perdn, and even the Cuba of Fidel Castro. Batlle was accompanied
in his rise by a group of new intellectuals, many of them little-
known members of Montevideo’s literary bohemia, who now began
to develop an active political militancy. Some, like Ieoncio Lasso
de la Vega and Angel Falco, were anarchists who struggled to garner
the support of their own organizations for the Batllista cause.* Oth-
ers (José Pedro Bellan, Enrique Casaravilla Lemos, Alberto Zum

! Felde) were members of the recently educated middle class. Perhaps

the best example of this new generation of Batllista intellectuals,
however, was the writer-turned-politician Domingo Arena. Thus,
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the predictable result of the more ideologically disciplined party lines
was pot only a generational turnover in the Uruguayan city of letters
and a greater diversity of social origins among its membership,
but also, and above all, closer relations with the government and
stronger identification with its policies and injtiatives.
For another perspective on the changing character of the city of
}cttcrs lct~us look more closely at the letrados’ commitment to the
(dcmocrauc base of the new parties that were foundcd around thc:
-OEEE_E ccntury and mumphcd dunncr its initial decades. Thesc
letrados were not yct “organic inteflectuals? in the sense inténded by
Antonio Gramsci, for such did not begin to figure significantly in left
organizations until the 1940s. Yet a powerful commitment to the

democratic base is evident in Jos¢ Martf’s tenacious efforts to. create.a.
Partido Revolucionario Cubano, a project that had long. germinated
in_his_mind.before.culminating in the formal party organization of
1892. Eight years previously, Mart{ had broken with insurgent gen-
eral Mdximo Gémez precisely because of the authoritarian structure
that the military leaders had given to the Cuban independence move-
ment. “One does not found a country, General;’ wrote Mart{ on that
occasion, “the way one commands a military camp® The demo-
cratic orientation of the movement was crucial for Martd, as he made
clear in his 1887 proposal to General Juan Ferndndez Ruz, reaffirm-
ing both the need for ideological purity (consequently rejecting an
alliance with those who would free Cuba from Spain in order to
annex it to the Unired States) and the need for a revolutionary solu-
tion with “well-known dgmocratic ends™¢The democratic character
of the revolutionary “clubs” that were eventually organized in New
York, Cayo Hueso, and Tampa is doubly interesting since their aim
was to organize an invasion of Cuba. Despite their military purpose,
these clubs guaranteed the free expression of their members’ opin-
jons and decided most matters in an egalitarian manner hedged only
by the limited attributes of their annually elected officers. In addi-
tion, Martfs movement absorbed previously existing clubs of Cuban
émigrés that brought their own democratic traditions into the Par-
tdo Revolucionario Cubano.?”

In the Rio de la Plata, the democratizing movements of Yrigoyen
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and Batlle operated under more favorable conditions and with wider
popular participation that combined to give their efforts larger suc-
cess and greater durability. Henceforth, endowed with a solid politi-
. cal integration and a reliable ideological framework, the emergent
© middle sectors of Argentina and Uruguay would maintain their im-
i portant role in national life. To the extent that similar developments
were taking place during the carly decades of the twentieth century
throughout Latin America, we can account for the third defining
feature of the lﬁéhncal movements that placed their stamp upon the
period:{pationalism.

The spirit.of nafional solidarity had diverse.origins. For the case
of Argentina, Arturo Andrés Roig has emphasized Yrigoyen’s inter-
est in the German philosopher Karl Krause, and it is suggestive that
Marti and Badlle also received the influence of Krause via readings
of Spanish Krausists such as Francisco Giner.’® The drcumstance
shows, once again, the original adaptation that Latin Americans in-
variably make of European intellectual currents. Sometimes, as in the
case of Krausism, the Latin American adaptations take on substan-
tially greater importance than the original currents possessed in their
counties of origin. Max Nordau waxed indignant on what he viewed
as the exaggerated influence of Krausism in Spain and Latin America:
“In. Germany, I am sure that not even professors of metaphysics
know of [Krause] . . . yet the Spanish study him, gloss him, and
admire him™® Krausism encouraged the members of a party to envi-
sion themselves as spiritual regenerators, caretakers of the national
essence, crusaders on a redemptive mission — an artitude that power-
fully reinforced the cultural ties that bound them together. Accord-
ing to Abelardo Villegas:

The radicalism and the essentialism of his party implied, for ¥rigoyen, a complete
identification of his movement with the good of the Paséa. . . . The result wasa
kind of sancrification, as the mystique of the party became a “civic religion”;
Yrigoyen became an “apostle”; the party members, his “corveligionarios™; and
defection, apostasy. Not in vain did Yrigoyen himself equate Krausist solidarity
with Christian solidarity. Therefore, it was logical that having (theoretically)
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rejected the system of partisan factions, for some Yrigoyenists the dtizens of
Argentina could be divided only into the pure, like themselves, and their impure

adversaries. 20

An accent on ideological program, on democratic organization,
and on national solidarity thus defined the new partisanism of the
carly twenticth century, but much remained the.same. The caudilio- )
stylc charisma of certain leaders continued to be a rnarkcd char
acteristic. of polmcal life, thc thirst for. personal power for found new
opportunities as the state expanded its attributes and its radius of
actton, and pamsammccluswmm became, if a.nyth.mg, more inrense. A
pervasive aura oﬁ civic rchgmn impregnated the new mass-based par-
ties. And, dcspm: the pérsifasive arguments of 2 number of historians
to the effect that a certain class orientation was a consequence—
rather than an anrecedent—of the new partisanism, these move-
ments could not have been created independently of the worldview
of the emergent social classes. One can point, for corroboration, to 7]
the transformation of cultural horizons occurring during this period !
across Latin America. It was particularly strong in the Rio de la Plata,
with its journalistic celebrations of urban popular culture (in the
magazines Caras y cavetas or Fray Medho, for instance} and with its
popular nativist drama, newly respectable (Juan José Podestd on the
stage of the Apollo Theater) and able to reach even the illiterate. Bur
good examples are not Jacking for Mexico, as well, with its proliferat-
ing penny press and the broadsides that made the reputation of An-
tonio Vanegas Arroyo —media vigorous enough to support the de-
velopment of an entire school of popular illustrators, from Manuel
Manilla to José Guadalupe Posada.?!

Still, important contrasts differentiate the Mexican experience
of revolutionary rupture from the experience of gradual evolution
in the Rio de Ja Plata. Mexico’s tradition of elitism created such
marked distinctions between variants of popular and high culture
that James D. Cockeroft felt forced to use a hierarchical organiza-
tion in his discussion of revolutionary inrellectuals.?? In the Rio
de Ja Plata, on the other hand, the lettered city showed less rigidity
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and a greater sense of commonality uniting sons of the nineteenth-
century oligarchy (like Lucio V. Mansilla and Eduardo Wilde) with
the obscure, upwardly mobile sons of the provindial or capitaline
middle classes. The relative autonomy of Argentine or Uruguayan
intellecruals, along with other factors —among them, their capacity
to detect the prevailing direction of social change and the bourgeois
rationality of their analyses, reinforced by the shared experience of
urban residence and the constant intellectual exchange facilirated
thereby —all combined to temper and inform their reaction to de-
mands advanced by working-class and white-collar groups.*
Wherever these changes occurred, the new generation of intellec-
tuals —with their confident vision of a future society inspired by
modern European models but adapted to Jocal conditions —bhad set
about using their political influence to orient the rest of society. Asa
result, the lettered city had itself been transformed, within a relatively
short lapse of time, from a handful of elite Jetrados designing govern-
ment policies in their own image, into a socially more beterogeneous

; group that retained a vision of itself as a cultural aristocracy but
. incorporated powerful democratizing cross-currents. During this

transitional phase —when the democratic opening had already be-
gun but the triumph of mass-based political parties was not yet
imminent—some _intellectuals attempted a kind of political action
not aimed directly at taking control of the government. They could
do so because of the emergence of 4 mass reading public at the same
time. Universal public education, long a cherished goal, had now
become a real focus of government policy, and economic growth
created previously undreamed of resources for intellectual action in-
dcpcndcnr. of state tutelage. The result was_the development of intel-
lcctual activities not only independent of the state. but_acrually in

OPPOSIU.OII to_it. This gencration of opposition letrados deserves

special attention, because of the precedents they set. They designed

the first independent road to power traveled by Latin American intel-
lectuals, some of whom still attempt to travel that same road in the
present day.

In spite of the growing size of the lettered city at the turn of the
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twentieth century, the intellectuals who composed it were still a rel-
atively compact group. In that patrician politicians continued to
function as poets, historians, or jurists, there was more connection
between the city’s political and humanistic sectors than would be
imaginable today, and to the degree that journalists and writers par-
ticipated in mobilizing the working class, there were morc real links
between letrados and labor organizations at the turn of the century
than in the 19305 (when such links became so central to left ideol-
ogy)- The changing shape.of-the-urban-environment—as commer-
cial, industrial, and residential spaces became increasingly segregated
from each other — helped maintain the spatial focus of the lettered
city during this transitional period. As so-called “decent” society be-
gan its cxodus toward new residential districts far from the center
of town and recent immigraats continued to swell poor neighbor-
hoods, also on the periphery of the city proper, the old downtown
area preserved and even intensified its public function. “It continued
to be the administrative and commercial center in almost all cities)”
notes José Luis Romero, “but only in a few—Rio. de Janciro and
Buenos Aires espcaa.ily-- did it modernize architecturally and main-
tain its prcst:ge ¥4 The area around the central plaza still brought
togcthcr gubhc and private administration, finance, , commerce, and
entertainment, so that people engagcd in one actvity rubbed elbows
with those invoived in another. Whether for shopping, emplSyment,
or diversion, “to go “downtown” remained the periodic obligation of
those who lived far from the center, in residential neighborhoods
that lacked business districts of their own.

Take out a map of a major Latin American city at the beginning of
the twentieth century and try to locate the following: the houses
inhabited by writers (usually boarding houses in the case of pro-
vincial letrados who had come to the national capital for study or
employment); the offices of the newspapers (where such writers
worked as reporters or at Jeast contributed occasional stories); the
government agendies {the post and telegraph office, archives, librar-
ies, ministries, and so on) that constituted their chief source of em-
ployment; the universities where they studied a liberal profession
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(abandoned soon after graduation); the lecture and concert halls
(locales of their learned disputations); the cafés where they seemed
to spend most of the day (writing, discussing literature, or secking
financial support); the theaters that they attended (to write a review,
peddie a script, or pursue an actress); the law offices (where they
functioned as clerks or merely chatted about art); the party head-
quarters (where they practiced their oratory, the most celebrated skill
of the day and that which most defined an intellectual); the brothels
(that they attended assiduously undl the day they were married); the
churches (where at least some repented of their sins); and, finally,
the stores sclling fine furnishings and objets dart (imported from
Barcelona or Paris). Together, these locations signal the outlines of
the old city center, a quadrilateral of about ten blocks on each side,
} scene of public business and sociability, the place where novelists of
the day inevitably plotted the “chance” meetings of their characters.

" This is the relative handful of intellectuals (perhaps less than a
hundred in Buenos Aires or Rio de Janeiro when each of those cities
was already reaching toward a million inhabitants) who atrended the
voracious demands of the reading and theater-going public at the
turn. ofthc cmtu.ry They had little sense, initially, of what popular
prodivities would be when no longer restricted by the “enlightened”

/-/ tastes of letrados such as themselves, and in their consternation they
tended to echo the condemnations of “mass culture” already formu-
lated by English and French critics. Their first encounter with this
challenging new public was in the theater, where audiences attending
light comedy (in Rio de Janeiro) or swashbuckling gauchesque mel~
odramas (in Buenos Aires) were not necessarily even literate. Letus
give the floor to a few eye witnesses. In his Recuerdos literarios, Martin
Garcia Merou evokes the struggle of Argentine authors to found 2
national theater in the 1870s, using sophisticated themes that uni-
formly emptied auditoriums altogether after an opening night popu-
Jated mostly by family and personal friends:

Need I say that all our beaatiful dreams, like those of the milk maid iz the fable,
went up in smoke? Ah, we all know it only toa well! A decade has passed, and the
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insoluble problem of the natopal theater has been resolved by a clown [here
referring to Juan José Podestd’s successful “eriolly clowrn,” Pepino el 88] with an
actor’s instinets and temperament, who has wansformed a tasteless circus pan-
tomime into a series of scenes dramatically recounting the life-of a legendary
bandit. In 2 supremely ironic comment on intelligence and art, [the adventures of
the bandit] Juan Moreira have achieved what Coronado’s La rosa blance ox Lus de
Ia lunay buz de incendio could not do 2

For an amusing reversal, let us next lend an ear to Artur Azevedo,
panned by sophisticated Brazilian critics for his vulgar popularity.
Azevedo left a pleasant autobiographical account of his arrival in Rio
de Janeiro (from distinetly provincial origins in Sdo Lufs de Maran-
hio) at the age of 18. Here he recounts the consequences of his
repeated failures in writing for the serious stage: “In sum, every time
that I tried to do serious theater, I was repaid only with censures,
nicknames, and injustices, with precious little pay; while, trying my
hand at light comedy, I never lacked for praise, parties, applause, and
remuneration. Excuse me for mentioning this last, glorious item but,
the devil if it’s not essential for a breadwinner who lives by the pen2¢
From about 1890 on, the theater of most of Latin America’s capi-
tal cities opted for the same vulgar popularity condemned by the
critics of Azevedo (and many others, whether conservative, like Gar-
cfa Merow, or progressive, like Florencio Sdnchez) until, in the 19208
the stage was devoured by the cinema (which adapted from it a
number of original expressive forms) . The rise of the popular theater
between 1890 and 1920 was paralleled precisely by the vigorous com-
mercialization-of popular music, especially as dances for worldly ur-
ban settings. Across Latin America, composers stylized and polished
musical ideas of rural, folk origin, and poets added lyrics —some
mermorable, all agreeable to the sensibilities of the rising middle
classes. Hence the wide vogue, at this time, of popular musical forms
like jarabes, corvidos, jovopos, danzones, habaneras, boleros, guarachas,
sanbas, batucadas, guaguancds, plenas, golpes, mevengues, cumbins, tan-
05, chovos, and so on. Even the composers of erudite music (repear-
ing one of the most characteristic maneuvers of the Latin American
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dence from the statclx\ Maucci began to funcdon in Mexico City, Li-
brerfa de H. Garnier appeared in Rio de Janeiro, and Roberto Payrd
helped to establish the Biblioteca de Lz Nacidn in Buenos Aires. (It
was not uncommoon for newspapers to publish books on the side,
and Payré was 2 well-known journalist at L Nacidn.) These pub- -
lishers measured their runs in the French manncr, by thousands of
copies, though some smaller publishers seldom surpassed runs of five
hundred, and repeated printings were frequent. In a catalogue put
out by H. Garnier around 1910, one observes that As religdes do Rio
had been through seven printings in six years. Of course, this was a
work of wide appeal by Jodo do Rio, one of the city’s best-known
journalists and a leading member of its “café society”® A pile of
magazines, other periodical publications, and popular literary collec-
tions (stimulated by the takeoff of the novel) ?.n/joycd intense, if 1,
ephemeral, activity at this time. By the 19205, one could even speak ~
“of a “boom” (which modestly declined, however, to present itself
through such marketing terminology). At last, the aspiration of
Latin American authors—to speak to their public unconstrained,
without depending on the state for alivelihood or for the means of
publication — seemed to be at hand\The new situation transformed
the city of letters in many ways, three of which merit extended dis-
cussion: the_incorporation of social doctrine, the rise of the self-
educated, and professiopalism.

f:/ The incorporazion of social doctrine, Of all the ideologies thar influ-
enced the city of letters in the twenticth century, none was more
fertile than the early introduction of anarchist thought. The ground
had been prepared by other versions of utopiani:sr‘n, such as that
espoused in the Cartilla socialista of Plotino Rhodakanaty, published
in 1861 when he was recently disembarked in Mexico. Latin Ameri-
can anarchism, like Latin American liberalism, was highly sensitive to
European models, but after 1900 (when it had to compete with other
social doctrines like socialism and, eventually, communism) it had  §
sunk roots and no longer scemed such an exotic import. Anarchists

intelligentsia), upon noticing the musical nationalism of Europe,
really listened, at last, to the thythms that they had heard arcund
them since infancy. Gerard Béhague aptly summarizes these develop-
ments: “A definable national music style appeared only in the last
decades of the century, under the influence of similar trends in Eu-
S rope and the emergence of musical genres with folk and popular
characteristics which could constitute an obvious source of national
! identity” '
European models influenced cultural production for the eyes, as
(wcll as the ears, of the new mass public. The sort of parrative pre-
viously appearing by daily installments to capture the distracted at-
tention of newspaper readers was now published scparately in the
form of dime novels. During the 1880s, the newspaper La Patria
Angentina stayed {n business partly thanks to stiring tales by Edu-
ardo Gutiérrez, whose Juan Moreira, first appearing in 187980,
helped establish the stock image of the good gaucho gone wrong.
The novels of Gutiérrez eventually merited sumptuous editions by
the Spanish publishing house Maucdi, and Spanish publishers also
distributed the complete works of one of the most successful Latin
American novelists, José Maria Vargas Vila (1860-1933) of Colom-
bia. Known for his poetic sensualism and ridiculed by the defenders
of high culture as a purveyor of “literature for maids,” Vargas Vila
achicved early success with his Flor de fango (1895) and went on to
produce no fewer than forty titles, making him one of the foremost
professional writers of the day. His spicy novels attracted middle-
class women, as well as servants, but they were hidden from impres-
sionable daughters, who instead received more straight-laced and
educational reading material, like the books of Hugo Wast (a pen
name, his real one being Gustavo Martinez Zubirfa) of Argentina.
Despite their conservatism, Wast’s numerous novels—from Flor de
durazno (1911) to Lo gue Dios ba unido (1945)~sold enough to
provide him with 20,000 pesos in annual royalties by the carly 1920s.
The years before 1920 saw the creation of Latin American pub-
lishing houses that were to provide the region’s inteflectuals with
direct access to the reading public and some measure of indepen-

opposed the idea of partisan politics—a circumstance that increased
their importance to the development of a current of critical thought
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the influence of anarchism, there emerged in the early twentieth
century-agroup of mtcﬂcctuals,.ﬁggéiﬂy fgomal wer social class, who
could not afford or did not desire a university education. The texts of
the self-taught intellectuals were to be found in the free rparké::éf
books and magazines, and their seminars were conversations in cafés
and other informal micefing places. The onfised and Tariuluious
rocess of democratization was creating a new type of letrado who,
lacking contact with the most esteemed instrument of formal educa-

tion, necessarily developed  less disciplined and systematc, buralso.

at the margins of state power — but they shared the educational goals
of the new mass-based parties. Their vision of education was holis-
tic — including family life, labor relations, social hygiene, anticlerical-
ism, and the rights of women (of which the anarchists were pioneer-
ing exponents) —and it focused particularly on the most needy, the
proletariat. The proselytizing of this social doctrine produced the
Centros de Estudios Sociales and the first open universities, follow-
ing the example of the famous Escuela Moderna, established in Spain
by Francisco Ferrer, who was vicwed in the Spanish-speaking world
as the authority on truly free education. Although the new radical
™ social doctrines developed originally within the ranks of labor orga-
nizations with largely foreign membership, their rapid nationali-
sation can be traced in documents such as those collected for the
Brazilian case by Edgard Carone. In 1896, the Centro Socialista an-
nounced the books available in its library, almost all of them in
French, but in 1919, the Communist Party already offered transla-
tions of Kropotkin, Grave, Marx, Darwin, and Gorki.?* The natdon-
alization of the new social doctrines took place even more rapidly in
Mexico, where anarchists were active in the popular insurrection,
“- though—to judge, a least, by the pages of Flores Magdn's Regenera-
¢idn or by the dissidence voiced at the founding of the Casa del
Obrero Mundial — their objectives differed considerably from those
of allied groups. In the books of Hart, Garcia, and Cockeroft, one
can gauge the acceptance that anarchist and socialist currents found
among intellectuals in the lower strata of society —young men of
limited means who alternated between study and manual labor and
who frequentdy dropped out of the universities dissatisfied.®
S Theriseof the se{;‘leduqu:"%cdier for economic reasons or intel-
lectual ones, the universities were losing the monopoly that they had
enjoyed throughout the nineteenth century gg__phgqu;b‘r_ avcn}_;g to

letrado status, and self-taught men of letters gained a dignity pre-
@ggglquélggyn. Even during the apogee of I;OSH;.VlSm ‘and mod-
ernization at the close of that century, the universities had remained
the formative centers for future professionals and public officials,

imparting a clear hicrarchical order to the lettered city. Partly under

more liberated, intellectual vision. It was within the ranks of profes-
s writers that the self-educated congregated, because their access
to other professions was being restricted, during these same years, by
new governmental dispositions that limited the exercise of most pro-
fessions to the holders of specific degrecs.

}}:\Mcmlco, the self-taught composed the most advanced rebel
group in Cockeroft’s classification of prerevolutionary intellectuals,
one end of a specorum defined, at its other extreme, by the young
men gathered in the Atenco de la Juventud, whose strong orientation
to the university revealed the persistence of traditional elitism. The
rise of the self-educated was not particularly linked to Mexico’s revo-
lutionary commotion, however, as is demonstrated by their even
more robust presence in other parts of Latin America where democ-
ratization took a less turbulent course. The situation in Uruguay, for
example, is thus described by Alberto Zum Felde, himself a member
of the group of intellectuals who worked for the reelection of José
Batlle y Ordéfiez to a second term in 1911

The “café intellectual? who first appeared around 1900, was an entirely new
phenomenon on the Uriguayan seene. Until that time, the university intellectual
had been the only sort. All writess, lecturers, and publicists in the country were
products of univessity classrooms, where they had pursued disciplinary studies
and finished with academic degrees. The “doctor of laws™ was the Uruguayan
intellectual par excelience, whether in politics or letrers. The generaton of the

Ateneo was a generation of dosores. But after the turn of the century, the doctor
became only the political sort of intellectual, and from then on, the most notable
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writers were self-educated, with few university courses to their credit, or none
atall

<The advent of the professional mePar from being unrealistic
dreamers, these self-taught intellectuals were quite attentive, to, the
demands and opportunities of their profession. They perceived the
rapid dcvclopmenf of a mass reading public. According to Horacio
Quiroga (1878-1937), if the professionalization of the writer’s craft
was still in the “stone age” during the 1890s, it moved into the “iron
age” after 1900 amid a veritable explosion of periodicals discussing
public affairs. In the proliferation of magazines and newspapers, as-
piring writers took the measure of the literary market, with “its fluc-
tuations, its bitter disappointments, and its unexpected pleasures”
{Quiroga’s words again), and they took special pride in the relative
independence assured them by that market’s new vigor.3? They did
not earn enough to live exclusively from their writing, and they still
had to please the editors of the newspapers and magazines, of course,
bur they were at least free of the tyranny of governmental patronage,
and that compensated for trials imposed by their rocky incorporation
into the logic of market capitalism, a logic which they had only
recently accepted. Manuel Gélvez (1882—-1962), who made his debut
in 1903 with a magazine called Ideas and eventually sold 40,000
copies of his novels in Buenos Aires alone, cited a commercial orien-
tation as a distinguishing characteristic of his literary generation:

The professional writer, as a type, appeared in Argentina with my generation. By
professional, I do not mean a writer who lives exclusively from literature, becanse
that phenomenon is almost unknown here, except among the authors of plays,
but rather the man who spends his time principally on literary work, who pub-
lishes books with regularity, and who, though he many not try to live on his
carnings as a writer or journalist, tries at least to make ends meet with thern. 32

Professionalism, like the culdvation of a reading public upon which
professional status depended, had been an idealized aspiration for
Latin American writers throughout the nineteenth century, and like
the advent of a reading public, the professionalization of the writer’s
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craft proved a mixed blessing when it finally did occur. The demands
of professionalism wrecked the literary ambitions of many, but the
struggle to succeed in the marketplace became the crucible in which
true vocations were forged. An example of the commercial tug-of-
war between author and editor —negotiating the prices and condi-
tons of literary commeodities—can be observed in the correspon-
dence between Horacio Quiroga and Luis Pardo, who was in charge
of the magazines Caras y caretas and Fray Mocko.* Quiroga later
described the editorial demands of his friend Pardo:

His demands for brevity in stories were exceptionally severe. A story could not be
longer than one page, including the space for the accompanying illustration. To
develop believable characters, 1o place them in a setting, then to draw readers out
of their habitual indifference, interest them, involve them, and shake them up —
ali that the writer had was one single, narrow page. Better yet: 1,256 words.®

Budding professional writers found that the demands of the litcrE\
ary marketplace determined not only the length of their composi-
tions, but also their lexicon, their poetic rthythms, and their artistic )
resources. Nimbly simplified, these were to be put at the service of
nationalist messages, inventories of the natural and social environ-
ment, and applications of historical understandings to present con-
cerns, the whole to be liberally sprinkled with the moral didacticism
characteristic of the period. The requirements of the marketplace
specified that kiterary products had to be easily intelligible to recently
educated members of the middle and lower-middle classes. Manip-

ulative sentimentalism was to be cultivated rather than avoided, and
hxstoricalscmngs were to be presented in typical operadons of na-
tionalist (re)connaissance. Of Baldomere Sanin Cano in Argentina,
of Carlos Sabat Ercasty in Uruguay, or of Sabat Ercasty’s brilliant
Chilean disciple, Pablo Neruda, one could repeat what a critic has
written of their counterpart in Mexico: “ordinary Mexicans dis-
covered and contemplated themselves in the poetry of [Ramdn]
Lépez Velarde ™3¢

In other ways, however, the experience of Mexican writers during
the years of revolution was quite different from that undergone by
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their colleagues in the southern hemisphere, which made it more
typical of the larger twentieth-century experience. The period of
modernization had brought only elusive signs of democratization to
Mexico, leaving the country’s old elitisrn intact and. vigorous. As

discussed previously, Mexico’s letrados continued to cultivate their
distance from popular culture, and the concomitant exclusivism led

i them to place strict limits on access to the city of letters. Neither in

the countries of the southern cone nor in Brazil does one find evi-
dence, in this period, of the vision that Jed Mexican intellectuals to
create their Ateneo de la Juventud in 1e09. If Mexican intellec-
tuals clearly shared the same concern for the expansion of educa-
tional opportunities that motivated their southern counterparts,
they evinced even greater interest in the creation of advanced degree
programs. A similar desire for further development of the institu-
tions of higher education was expressed only in Peru and Colom-
bia— not coincidentally, the two other centers where viceregal power
had led to the full flowering of the lettered city during the colonial
period.

Mexican intellectvals also faced a different sort of social chal-
lenge in the early twentieth century. Instead of an electoral offensive
mounted largely by the middle class, they confronted military cau-
dillos, often of humbile origins and frequently hailing from rural areas
subject to modernizing influences from the United States. The ti-
urnphant insurgents from the border state of Sonora had felt those
influences abundantly and seemed to derive part of their surprising
belligerent energies from that source.3” Nothing could be more fas-
cinating than the adventures of these letrados who, moved by mo-
tives ranging from candid idealism to frank opportunism, became
secretaries of a revolutionary caudillo and attempted to prepare their
rustic prince for the future establishment of a civilian government,
while also waging a campaign of defamation against his adversaries.
As they well knew, their real opponents in that campaign were the le-
trados of the other side, and their mud-slinging was always most en-
thusiastic when directed, not against the enerny caudillo, but against
his secretaries.?®
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This was an experience reminiscent of the wars of independence,
though we possess much less information about the letrados who
sexved the caudillos of a hundred vears carlier. The caudillo himself
always held the imelight, and the secretary was merely “the stage
manager, whose intervention is not perceived by the spectators, so
absorbed in the main acion™® Compared with the Mexican Revolu-
tion, there were more educated caudillos during the wars of indepen-
dence, even if few could equal the exceptional intellectual gifts of
Simén Bolivar. Still, alliances between illiterate caudillos and urban
letrados did occur throughout the region at the time of indepen-
dence, and the ambiguous relationship between them became an
enduring pattern of Latin American political Jife in the nineteenth
century. There was mutual admiration, but also lingering mistrust,
between the brutal, personalist military commander and the doctor
of laws—the manjpulator of language, writing, and most impor-
tantly, political ideology—and the tension between the two often
became extreme. In the Mexican Revolution, the practical disap-
pearance of important social institutions — the army, the church, the
academy — heightened the tensions inherent in encounters between
headstrong individuals, representatives of worlds that seemed “irrec-
oncilably” different and destined to collide. A first meeting between
an urban letrado and the revolutionary candillo Pancho Villa is thus
described by novelist Martin Luis Guzmdn:

At each question or answer from this side or that, one sensed a contact between,
two distinct worlds, irreconcilable in all ways, except for the coincidental alliance
that allied them in this struggle. Poor deluded visionaries — for that’s all we were
at the time--we had gone to that place carrying only the fiimsy experience pro-
vided by our books and our idealistic impulses. And what did we get? We got
caught up, full force and by surprise, in the tragedy of good and evil, which can-
not mix and where no compromise is possible, only victory or defeat. We were
running from Victoriano Huerta . the traitor, the assassin—and we ended up,
thenks to the generous dynamics of life itself, in the hands of Pancho Viila, whose
soul, more than a man’s soul, was the soul of a jaguar. He was a jaguar momen-
tarily domesticated for the purposes of our work—or what we believed to be our
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(Cervantes) , contrasted 1o the disiusioned. idealist (Solis) thar the
anthor himsaf had become during his own participaton in the forces
of Pancho Villa’® The third character (Valderrama) portrays a0 in-
rellecrual who participates awthentically in the revoludonary im-

work- a jagier we pered, eliding our hands over is Banks wnd trerobling Jesthe
reach out suddenty with a swipe of his powerbal daws A

Mo caudillo lacked intellectaal councilors who represented im-

provised revolutionary institutions, wied 10 reorganize the burean-
cratic structares fracrured by the conflicy, and soroetimes formed
ddlegaions to represent the revoludon in diplomanc missions

pulse, but who can endure its vidissirades only by retreating into
insanity. The “locd” Valderrama thius joins 2 long Wterary madition of
“madmen? enabled by their condition 1o see the trurh and to endute

2broad. Mot infrequently, they passed from one revolutionary entou-

rage 1o another or were recruited among local representatives of the
government, trading the pretentious pomp of some provincial town
for a raggedly improvised headquarters in a military camp. Their acid
testimony abounds, and it constitutes the only written record of the
revolutionary ranks. Upon reading the most conspicuous authors of
this group (Martin Luis Guzmadn, José Vasconcclos, Mariano Azu-
cla) one is struck by their personal, individual perspective, so distant
from the sociological analysis applied by scholarly studies of the so-
cial processes unleashed by the revolution as a whole.#!

It is suggestive that the early writings of letrados involved in the
revolurion grant such large importance to the role of intellectuals in
the rebel camps, whether as the councilors and private secretaries of
insurgent leaders or as the bureaucratic survivors of a previous re-
gime, waiting patiently for the moment when their services will be
required once more: “Being in the revolution is a sure way to get
rich, and being in the government is the only way to stay rich and
make one’s fortune grow as it should. But just as a rifle is indispens-
able for the revolution, an office clerk is indispensable for the govern-
ment™* Mariano Azucla specialized in critiques of intellectuals,
members of a social group which he despised despite belonging to it
himself. In his famous novel Los de abajo, Azuela placed the rude war
captain Demetrio in the cenrer of a triangle formed by three “doc-
toral” characters representing the plural participation of intellectuals
in the revolution: Cervantes, Solis, and Valderrama. We have 2 good
understanding of the progressive elaboration of Los de abajo, begin-
ning with its first publication in an El Paso newspaper (1915), and
can trace the sharpening caricature of the intellectual opportunist
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irs aberrations.

Azuela’s paradigm of intellectuals in the revolution has a long
tradition in Latin America and draws on a commonplace of the pop-
ular imagination regarding the representatives of the lettered city: an
undisguised awe of the intellectual’s capacity to manipulate Jao-
guage, whether in oratory or writing. In revolutions, it falls to the
Jetrado to compose the documents that provide satisfying ideological
justifications of the struggle, the requisite glorifications of revolu-
tionary leaders, and the plans coordinating scattered forces. On the
other hand, there is an abiding lack of confidence in the letrado’s
perseverance and true solidarity with those who stand outside the
letrered city, a suspicion that the fruits of the revolution will be lost
through the treachery of a letrado. After Azuela, others would ex-
plain this as 2 matter of class difference between the letrados and the
other revolutionarics. But we could inscribe it as well in the tradi-
tionally problematic relationship between two forms of power, that
which rests on the sword, and the other, which flows from the pen.
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Angel Rama, one of Latin America’s most distinguished twentieth-
century men of Jetters, was a noted lirerary critic, journalist, editor, publisher,
and educator. He left his native Uruguay following the military takeover
and taughr at the University of Venezuela and the University of Maryland.
He died in 1983 in a plane crash near Madrid. John Charles Chasteen is
Professor of History at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill,
He is the translator and editor of Tulio Halperin Donghi’s
The Contemporary History of Latin America, also
published by Duke Unjivcrsity Press.



