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In his recent essay on the economic role of foreign merchants in
nineteenth-century Latin America, Eugene Ridings has thrown consid-
erable fuel on a smoldering historical debate.! For many years, Latin
American intellectuals, politicians, and journalists have argued that one
of the root causes of the region’s economic backwardness lay in the
legacy of rule by a class of great landowners allied to a select, but pow-
erful, group of foreign merchants. This alliance constituted the basic
underpinning of the so-called oligarchical state.> More recently, how-
ever, doubts have emerged as to the validity of this schematic sociohis-
torical viewpoint.

Perhaps the most radical transformation in our perception of the
nature of the propertied classes in nineteenth-century Latin America
has resulted from the publication of many new studies on landowners,
haciendas, and plantations. By means of meticulous case studies, schol-
ars have demonstrated that contemporary landowners were not simply
a semifeudal class of aristocrats. On the contrary, a substantial number
were innovating entrepreneurs who ran their plantations, estancias,

145

https://doi.org/10.1017/5002387910001623X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S002387910001623X

Latin American Research Review

and haciendas according to capitalist criteria. They imported modern
agricultural machinery, carried on extensive credit transaction with lo-
cal banks, and were well informed about the international price trends
of the commodities in which they specialized.’

While a major historical revision of the nature of the Latin
American rural propertied classes has been effected in the last decade
and a half, what has happened in regard to the merchants? According
to Ridings, recent research has confirmed the old view that the majority
of the import-export firms in Latin American ports and capitals were
foreign-controlled. Few historians would be likely to quarrel with such
a position. But Ridings goes much further, arguing that “the relative
absence of native overseas merchants meant that Latin Americans were
excluded from a vital step toward all forms of entrepreneurship” (em-
phasis added). He insists, moreover, that this situation impeded Latin
Americans from setting up banks, insurance companies, factories, and
other joint-stock enterprises.*

Although Ridings has reviewed a broad range of recent works on
the history of foreign merchants in Latin America, he has done so selec-
tively, and he does not cite additional literature that might suggest a
different viewpoint. It is the purpose of this comment to suggest that
Ridings has overstated his case. I will make particular reference to his-
torical studies on merchants in two countries, Argentina and Mexico,
that raise important questions regarding the complexity and diversity of
the origins, activities, and attitudes of this key sector of the urban prop-
ertied classes of nineteenth-century Latin America.

There is no doubt that “export-import merchants were an impor-
tant element in the ruling elite,” as Ridings states, but this situation
does not imply that virtually all traders were foreigners. A broad range
of studies on the merchant community of Buenos Aires during the
1820s, for instance, have underscored the role of native-born merchants
in many of the largest commercial and financial transactions of the post-
independence period. More specifically, the study by Hugo Galmarini
on the group of wealthy traders led by Braulio Costa indicates that
between 1820 and 1830, much of the export-import business of Buenos
Aires was handled by merchants of old colonial families, like the An-
chorenas, Alzagas, Aguirres, Riglos, Fragueiros, and Saenz Valientes,
among others.” Together with a few influential British merchants, such
as the Parish Robertson brothers, they established one of the earliest
Latin American banks, the Banco de Buenos Aires (1822), and an im-
portant mining company for exploiting the Famatina silver lodes. They
were also instrumental in arranging the million-pound loan issued in
London in 1824 on behalf of the Buenos Aires government. It should be
added that the role of the native-born entrepreneurs in these ventures
has been thoroughly documented in additional studies such as those by
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Samuel Amaral, Armando Chiapella, Ernesto Fitte, and Juan Carlos
Vedoya.®

In later decades, the “native” merchant houses of Buenos Aires
continued to play an important part in overseas trading activity, acting
jointly with a variety of foreign-owned concerns. Not surprisingly, the
latter tended to specialize in the import of manufactured goods from
abroad (mainly textiles) while the Argentine traders (many of whom
were also important landowners) were more active in the export of
leather and jerked beef.” In the 1850s, when the great wool expansion
began in the Rio de la Plata, native-born merchants again emerged as
key economic actors. They not only dominated wool consignments
from the estancias but also participated in the overseas export busi-
ness.® At the same time, they promoted the first of a series of new
enterprises, including banks, railways, gas companies, and insurance
firms. Argentine merchants and ranchers played a key role in establish-
ing the Banco de la Provincia de Buenos Aires (1854), which handled
most of the international financial transactions of the Argentine econ-
omy and subsequently became the largest bank in Latin America.’ Ar-
gentines were the original shareholders in the first Argentine railroad,
the Ferrocarril Oeste de la Provincia de Buenos Aires (1857), and they
promoted other early joint-stock companies such as the Empresa de
Gas de Buenos Aires (1862) and the insurance firms La Bienhechora del
Plata (1864) and La Estrella Marina (1865).'° That Argentine merchants
contributed to the establishment of these enterprises certainly suggests
that foreign merchants had no monopoly over trade, finance, or entre-
preneurial skills.

But were Argentine entrepreneurs in some way exceptional, as
Ridings suggests Colombian nineteenth-century businessmen were?
By no means. A look at recent studies on the history of Mexican entre-
preneurs in this period suggests that native-born merchants also used
their wits to profit handsomely from local and overseas trade and fi-
nance. A pioneering study carried out by eight Mexican historians, us-
ing a wealth of notarial records, has revealed that a good number of the
most prominent merchants and private bankers during the turbulent
decades from 1830 to 1860 were native-born Mexicans.'! The mercantile
firms of Escandén, Martinez del Rio, Beistegui, Rubio, and Mier y Te-
ran, among others, dominated an important part of export-import ac-
tivities as well as a significant portion of the internal trading and finan-
cial activity of the republic. As David Walker argued in a recent article,
these “would-be-monopolists routinely used the coercive powers of the
state to structure commerce not only in tobacco, but also in textiles
and armaments, in staples such as beef and salt, and in entergrises for
roads, mints, public finance, and a host of other endeavors.”!

There were, of course, foreign-owned merchant houses in Mex-
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ico that played an important economic role at the time. The most influ-
ential were Manning Mackintosh in Mexico City and Barron Forbes at
Tepic, but it would be incorrect to suggest that they dominated most
mercantile and financial activity. Indeed, in several instances, it could
be argued that the foreign houses were less successful than the native
firms. Manning Mackintosh went bankrupt in 1850, while the Beiste-
guis continued their flourishing business in commerce, silver mining,
and money lending. By 1866 Nicanor Beistegui had built up a huge
fortune, mostly based on his extensive Mexican properties but partly
invested in British, French, and Spanish government and railway
bonds."

Mexican merchants continued to play a prominent part in na-
tional and international mercantile and financial transactions in later
decades. A recent case study on the leading entrepreneurs of Mon-
terrey during the decades 1850-1910 has demonstrated that native mer-
chants played as large a role as immigrant (“foreign”) traders in build-
ing up commerce with the United States and in promoting the most
important mining, ranching, banking, and manufacturing enterprises
throughout northeast Mexico.'* More specifically, historian Mario Ce-
rutti has skillfully used notarial records and government documents to
trace the origins of the fortunes of four of the most prominent family
groups, the Maderos, Zambranos, Herndndezes, and Milmos. The first
two families had long-standing roots in the region, whereas the Her-
nandez and Milmo families were relatively recent arrivals. All of them
participated in the great import-export trade that developed with the
Confederacy during the U.S. Civil War. Also, they all used their earn-
ings from the international trade in cotton and arms to build up large,
diversified economic empires in northeast Mexico.

In summary, there would appear to be little justification for af-
firming that foreign merchants were as predominant in international
mercantile activity throughout Latin America as Ridings suggests, and
even less justification for stating that native merchants lacked the capi-
tal and business experience to set up banks, insurance companies, fac-
tories, and other enterprises. One final problem should also be men-
tioned. Ridings argues that “foreign” merchants rarely struck roots in
Latin America and that they infrequently established long-standing
commercial dynasties. Few historians have carried out extensive re-
search on these questions, which raise serious problems of definition
and methodology. In the first place, how do we define a “foreign” mer-
chant? Are all immigrant merchants (or the descendants of immigrant
merchants) considered “foreigners” in socioeconomic histories of the
United States, Canada, or Australia? What can we say of the numerous
wealthy foreign merchants who married into local mercantile or land-
owning families? Space does not allow me to provide examples of this
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process of social and economic integration of the propertied classes of
Latin America during the nineteenth century, but it might merit more
attention in future studies.
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