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Introduction

Paulo Drinot

Remembering the toxic atmosphere he lived through in his teenage years 
in Weimar Berlin, Eric Hobsbawm wrote in his autobiography, “The col-
lapse of the world economy was up to a point something young persons of 
the middle class read about, rather than experienced directly. But the world 
economic crisis was like a volcano, generating political eruptions. . . . Erup-
tion was in the air we breathed.”1 As is well known, the political eruptions 
in Europe led, albeit neither directly nor inexorably, to the Nazi seizure 
of power and the Second World War. In Latin America, the world eco-
nomic crisis of the 1930s also sparked, or added fuel to, political eruptions 
from the Rio Grande to Tierra del Fuego. In most countries, governments 
of the Right and Left fell and were replaced, typically, by governments of 
the opposite persuasion. In the Southern Cone, for example, the reformist 
government of Arturo Alessandri in Chile replaced the military regime of 
Carlos Ibañez. Across the cordillera, the reformist government of Hipolito 
Yrigoyen in Argentina was replaced by the military dictatorship of Gen-
eral José F. Uriburu. As in Europe, in some cases these political eruptions 
resulted in military conflicts, such as the Leticia War between Peru and 
Colombia (1931–32) and, on a far greater scale, the Chaco War (1932–35), 
which saw Bolivia lose a large proportion of its territory to Paraguay.2 As 
in Europe too, these political eruptions also brought about, or accelerated, 
economic, social, and cultural transformations, including, and perhaps most 
importantly, a transformation in the role of the state.

This volume explores these transformations as part of a broader exami-
nation of the impact of the Great Depression in Latin America. The current 
global financial crisis, which began in 2007, has produced a new vantage 
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point from which to reassess the history of what remains (although that 
may change) the deepest economic crisis of the modern era.3 As one of the 
key historical processes of the twentieth century, it is no surprise that, time 
and again since the 1930s, historians as well as economists and policy makers 
looking to draw lessons and devise policy responses applicable to more re-
cent economic crises (and future crises) have chosen to examine the Great 
Depression in some detail.4 Indeed, interpretations of both the causes of 
the Great Depression and the factors that led to recovery are at the heart of 
ongoing debates between monetarists and Keynesians, which have acquired 
fresh currency today in the context of the so-called Great Recession.5 Since 
the 1930s, economic historians and historically inclined economists, includ-
ing key figures in the current economic crisis such as Federal Reserve chair-
man Ben Bernanke (whose Essays on the Great Depression is now in its fifth 
edition), have fundamentally shaped these debates. As Bernanke notes, “To 
understand the Great Depression is the Holy Grail of macroeconomics.”6

Meanwhile, social, political, and even cultural historians, who largely 
agree on the centrality of the Great Depression to broader global historical 
processes since the 1930s, have sought to widen the focus beyond the eco-
nomic collapse itself (or the debates on how recovery was achieved) to ex-
amine the ways in which the slump influenced social, political, and cultural 
processes around the world. In the European context, of course, the Great 
Depression is at the heart of interpretations of the origins of the Second 
World War and the making of the postwar welfare state.7 In the context of 
U.S. historiography, the Great Depression has prompted countless studies 
and has been extensively raked over, not least at the regional and local level. 
By way of contrast, the Latin American historiography is patchier, and de-
spite the importance of the crisis to the economic and sociopolitical history 
of most countries, few systematic studies of the Great Depression have been 
published. Indeed, Rosemary Thorp’s edited volume on the economic his-
tory of the Great Depression, originally published in 1984, remains one of 
the few book-length studies to explicitly address the slump and to do so in 
comparative cross-national terms.8 An earlier collection, edited by Pablo 
González Casanova, included useful studies of a range of countries that 
combined economic history perspectives with a broader political angle.9 
However, in the past few decades there has been much new scholarship 
that examines, albeit often indirectly, both the economic history and the 
broader social and political consequences of the Great Depression in Latin 
America.10
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The chapters in this volume, therefore, build on an extensive litera-
ture on the Great Depression but also address processes associated with 
the slump that have received less systematic attention in previous cross-
country studies. There is broad consensus among historians that the Great 
Depression was a watershed for Latin America. The direct economic impact 
of the slump varied from country to country. Some Latin American coun-
tries, such as Chile, were particularly badly hit, as were many economies in 
the Caribbean, notably Cuba, but most countries recovered their pre-1929 
gdp levels by the mid-1930s.11 They did so, as Victor Bulmer-Thomas has 
suggested, at different speeds and in different ways (with different sectors 
of the economy playing different roles in the recovery of each country).12 
However, arguably, Latin America as a whole weathered the Depression 
better than its neighbors to the north. In the United States, of course, the 
slump was catastrophic, with sharp drops in employment, and it brought 
about a significant shift in economic policy under Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
characterized by state intervention (the New Deal) and protectionism (with 
the Smoot-Hawley Act of 1930). Dealt a massive blow by collapsing com-
modity prices, Canada similarly experienced mass unemployment, perhaps 
affecting as much as 50 percent of the adult population, and, like its neigh-
bor to the south, adopted New Deal–type reforms to address the impact of 
the slump. However, as late as 1939, Canada, like the United States, had still 
not recovered its pre-slump gdp level.13

Beyond the direct economic impact, as in Europe and the United States, 
and indeed as in Africa and Asia, in Latin America too the slump set in 
motion, or accelerated, a number of broader processes.14 Of course, estab-
lishing the direct causal relation between an economic phenomenon such 
as the Great Depression and social, political, or indeed cultural processes is 
far from straightforward.15 In the case of Africa, historians have debated the 
extent to which the Great Depression’s impact on the continent resulted in 
a weakening or strengthening of the colonial economic system (particularly 
in terms of the expansion of commodity production at the expense of a “tra-
ditional” agricultural sector) and whether, because of the colonial authori-
ties’ attempts to extract further revenue from colonial subjects at a time of 
economic downturn, the slump stimulated protest and accelerated the pro-
cess of decolonization that would gain traction after the end of the Second 
World War.16 In the case of Asia, similarly, historians have debated the ex-
tent to which the slump contributed to the rise of nationalism in India and 
much of Southeast Asia, where the slump impacted on the colonial econ-
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omy and, as in Africa, sharpened tensions between colonial authorities and 
colonial subjects.17 In the case of Japan, historians argue, the relatively suc-
cessful proto-Keynesian management of the slump occurred in a context of 
growing nationalist militarism boosted by the perceived bankruptcy of lib-
eral democracies represented by the Great Depression.18 Regarding China, 
there is some debate on the economic impact of the Great Depression, with 
some authors suggesting that regions that were effectively delinked from 
the world economy were not greatly affected. By contrast, the impact of the 
Great Depression was greater in the eastern coastal cities, such as Shanghai 
and Hong Kong, which were more firmly inserted into the world econ-
omy.19 More generally, historians tend to attribute the major transforma-
tions that occurred in China in the post-Depression era to the impact of 
the 1931 Japanese occupation of Manchuria and the 1937 total war with the 
nationalist government rather than to the slump itself.

In the United States, historians roughly agree that the Great Depression 
and its chief legacy, the New Deal, brought about major political and insti-
tutional change. The slump engendered what Emily Rosenberg has called 
a “regulatory state” and extended the reach of federal government while 
strengthening the executive branch.20 Moreover, as Maldwyn Jones notes, 
the Great Depression brought about a major political realignment: “By con-
structing a coalition that included the South, the big-city Northern ma-
chines, organized labor, the intelligentsia, and the underprivileged, it en-
sured that the Democrats replaced the Republicans as the normal majority 
party.” Finally, though wealth and income were unaffected, Jones contends, 
“the New Deal redistributed power between capital and labor.”21 In short, 
the Great Depression and the New Deal reshaped U.S. society profoundly 
and lastingly. In the late 1980s, Anthony J. Badger noted, “It is not surpris-
ing that Americans today cannot escape the memories of the 1930s: they 
work out their lives in a political economy that still bears the imprint of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.”22 Such memories were particularly evi-
dent in recent debates over President Barack Obama’s social policy initia-
tives, particularly “Obamacare.”23 Most recently, Ira Katznelson has sug-
gested that the New Deal was a pivotal moment not only for modern U.S. 
history but also for the history of modern liberal democracy. The New Deal, 
Katznelson argues, addressed the fear that undergirded the dictatorships 
of the Right and the Left and at the same time demonstrated that liberal 
democracy had a future despite the collapse of the capitalist economy: “Of 
the New Deal’s many achievements, none was more important than the 
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demonstration that liberal democracy . . . could govern effectively in the 
face of great danger . . . that not all attempts at nonrevolutionary reform 
need fail.”24

General accounts of the impact of the Great Depression on Latin America 
have similarly tended to view the slump as a point of both economic and 
political inflection characterized by a shift from export-led growth to im-
port substitution industrialization (isi) in the economic sphere and from 
oligarchic to populist rule in the political sphere. In his survey of the global 
impact of the Depression, for example, Dietmar Rothermund views popu-
lism as the main political consequence of the slump in the region.25 This is a 
view repeated in Robert Findlay and Kevin O’Rourke’s recent survey of the 
world economy: “The result across much of Latin America was populism, 
with urban workers and capitalists combining to seize power from the tra-
ditionally outward oriented landowning elites.”26 In recent decades, histo-
rians have revised these accounts, put forward originally if not exclusively 
by scholars working from a perspective influenced by dependency theory.27 
The Great Depression certainly had a decisive impact on economic thought 
in Latin America, and the structuralism pioneered in the 1940s at ecla/
cepal by Raúl Prebisch was a direct product of how Prebisch and others 
interpreted the slump.28 But the slump did not bring about a major shift in 
the region’s economic orientation from export-led growth to isi. Economic 
historians have shown that in those few countries where isi took place it 
did so usually in conjunction with a resurgence of (not in lieu of) the ex-
port sector.29 Similarly, social and political historians have challenged the 
idea that the post-1930s political history of the region can be reduced to the 
emergence of a form of politics characterized by the successful co-option 
or “incorporation” of popular forces (particularly of urban working- and 
middle-class sectors) by charismatic populist leaders such as Lázaro Cárde-
nas in Mexico, Getúlio Vargas in Brazil, and, after a decade-long lag, Juan 
Domingo Perón in Argentina.30

In short, neither isi nor populism adequately accounts for the range 
of processes that the Great Depression either set in motion or accelerated. 
Certainly, the slump created a political and ideological context favorable 
to change, although the direction of change varied from country to coun-
try. Of course, some broad patterns in how contemporaries understood the 
Great Depression, particularly in relation to what it implied for the status 
quo, are discernible and help account for the divergent political processes 
that shaped Latin America in the post-Depression period. For the “outs” 



6 Paulo Drinot

of the old order the Great Depression showed that the foundations upon 
which that order had been built were profoundly shaky and that the mo-
ment was ripe for major change, even outright revolution. For the “ins” of 
the old order, the Great Depression forced a reassessment of the assump-
tions and hierarchies that had underpinned their privilege, if only to avoid 
more drastic and uncontrolled change. The social agitation and mobiliza-
tion of new political forces, particularly of the Left, that either emerged 
or gained traction in the context of the Great Depression throughout the 
region often resulted in the establishment of authoritarian regimes (for ex-
ample, in Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, and Peru), or the further strengthening 
of military rule (as in much of Central America), or, in a few cases, the devel-
opment of reformist policies that aimed at both addressing social demands 
and weakening more radical alternatives. In several countries, repression 
and (social) reformism were combined with some success.

Indeed, historians tend to agree that one of the key consequences of the 
Great Depression was a strengthening of the state. But this was not simply 
a case of creeping protectionism. Throughout the world, in both liberal 
democratic and authoritarian contexts, the impact of the Great Depression 
strengthened the idea that the state had a role to play in managing the econ-
omy and society.31 Indeed, several post-Depression governments in Latin 
America, much as Franklin D. Roosevelt’s did in the United States, imple-
mented economic and social policies that, however halting and inadequate, 
nevertheless signaled a new departure in terms not only of economic policy 
but more generally of nation building and state formation.32 A new empha-
sis on “state action” emerged equally in countries that were governed by the 
Right and by the Left and included policies developed by progressive gov-
ernments such as those of Lázaro Cárdenas in Mexico and Arturo Alessandri 
in Chile and by conservative governments such as those of Getúlio Vargas in 
Brazil and Oscar Benavides in Peru. Such developments, which Peter Temin 
refers to as “socialism in many countries,” were obviously not exclusive to 
Latin America or Roosevelt’s United States.33 In many ways, Latin Ameri-
can countries both reacted and in turn contributed to a wave of new “social 
politics” that swept much of the world during the 1930s. While historians 
have paid attention to this wave’s impact on the North Atlantic economies, 
they have yet to examine it in similar detail in the case of Latin America, 
or indeed to pay sufficient attention to the transnational dimensions of the 
process and to how different countries at once reacted to and inserted them-
selves into the new social politics of the post-Depression period.34
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The social politics of the 1930s, in Latin America as elsewhere, were to 
a significant extent a response to the ways in which the slump appeared, to 
many national elites, through its effect on employment and, more broadly, 
on the social welfare of Latin American populations, to sharpen class con-
flict and create the potential for revolutionary political change by increas-
ing the appeal of radical political movements. In many countries, the Great 
Depression had a devastating impact on laboring peoples, particularly those 
that worked in export industries that collapsed, such as nitrate workers in 
Chile or sugar workers in Cuba, and unemployment soared in such sectors. 
Even in societies with large subsistence sectors, such as Mexico and Peru, 
or much of Central America, where in the past economic crises had been 
weathered by drawing on subsistence agriculture, the slump’s impact was 
noticeable in the countryside. In the cities and export enclaves, a broad-
based working class of blue-collar workers in a range of industries from 
Mexico all the way down to Argentina was particularly affected. But an ar-
guably even more diverse middle class of white-collar workers was equally 
affected, as jobs were shed, wages were cut, and livelihoods were threat-
ened.35 In this context, radical political projects of both the Right and the 
Left, but particularly of the Left, gained considerable traction in most Latin 
American countries and threatened to challenge severely the status quo. The 
social politics of the 1930s, which consisted primarily of social programs 
and social legislation that attempted to alleviate the impact of the slump on 
working peoples, constituted one element, along with outright repression, 
that elites drew on to contain popular discontent and undermine the appeal 
of Communist and other radical movements throughout the region. How-
ever, the social politics of the 1930s were not merely reactive. They were 
also expressive of broader, indeed transnational, shifts in understandings of 
state–society relations.

As elsewhere in the world, the advent of a new social politics in post-
Depression Latin America was a clearly gendered process. Some years ago, 
Linda Gordon suggested that in the United States the shift in paradigm for 
social assistance from charity to social security, a shift precipitated by the 
Great Depression and consolidated through the 1935 U.S. Social Security 
Act, was accompanied by a rhetorical shift from needs (associated with the 
private sphere and women’s social activism) to rights (associated with the 
public sphere and male legislative action). The same was true of several Latin 
American countries, including Argentina, Chile, and Peru, which during 
the 1930s began to establish the foundations of social welfare systems. In 
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such processes, typically, social assistance and social protection initiatives 
pioneered in early years by women activists were either co-opted or side-
lined by the new state institutions established to protect and “improve” 
the population. Typically, also, the establishment of such institutions pro-
moted a gendered order in the workplace, since social reformers sought, 
through the particular ways in which the new institutions operated, to en-
sure the establishment and well-being of households headed by male bread-
winners and female housekeepers. The extent to which the Great Depression 
brought marked shifts in employment ratios between men and women is 
difficult to assess given the paucity of data (although some evidence sug-
gests that women were often the first to be laid off) but also because, with 
some exceptions such as textile manufacturing, it was rare to find men and 
women employed in the same industries (or, put differently, many industries 
were gender specific). But what is discernible is the emergence of a new gen-
dered post-Depression discourse, shaped by the new social politics in Latin 
America, and elsewhere around the world, that sought to place men in the 
workplace and women in the home.36

If both the impact of and the responses to the Great Depression were gen-
dered, they also were racialized. As in the United States, where Depression-
era unemployment rates among African Americans were much higher than 
among whites and where racism often broke down labor solidarity, in much 
of Latin America too race shaped how the slump was experienced.37 In the 
circum-Caribbean black labor migrants from Jamaica, Trinidad, Haiti, and 
other islands were among the first to be laid off in the sugar and banana 
industries. In Costa Rica, for example, “anti-black racism pervaded the de-
mands of Hispanic workers and the posturing of Costa Rican planters alike 
in the 1930s and found direct expression in the 1934 law that forbade the 
employment of ‘colored people’ on United Fruit’s new Pacific Coast planta-
tions.”38 In Peru, anti-Asian sentiments reached new heights and translated 
into the introduction of labor laws that implicitly targeted workers of Japa-
nese background.39 In Mexico, similar laws explicitly targeted the Chinese, 
and anti-Chinese racism, both bottom-up and top-down, culminated in the 
expulsions of tens of thousands of Chinese in 1931.40 In much of the region, 
anti-Semitism, always present, became more vocal, and fascist movements 
and parties with overt racist programs were established.41 But the Depres-
sion was also a racialized process in the sense that the social politics that in-
formed post-Depression policies were shaped by racialized, even eugenicist 
concerns, as indeed they were in Europe and North America, where, for ex-



Introduction 9

ample, the U.S. 1935 Social Security Act was designed in a way that largely 
excluded African Americans.42 In Latin America too, race informed the so-
cial politics that shaped the post-Depression period, although it did so to 
different degrees, and with different outcomes, in each country.43

In short, although it acknowledges the importance of the economic im-
pact of the slump, this volume widens the focus beyond the economic his-
tory of the Great Depression of earlier volumes to consider the broader 
social, institutional, and political history of the slump while paying atten-
tion to the ways in which regional transformations interacted with global 
processes.44 Written by scholars with extensive expertise in the history of 
several Latin American countries, this volume deepens our understanding 
of this crucial episode in the history of the region and its impact on its soci-
eties. To be sure, the authors of the individual chapters approach the im-
pact of the Great Depression on the countries they study in different ways. 
Moreover, the time period covered in each chapter varies, with some focus-
ing on the early 1930s and others taking a broader perspective. These varia-
tions reflect at once the authors’ areas of expertise and interest and, in turn, 
the varied impact of the Great Depression in the region. Regretfully, but 
perhaps inevitably in a volume of this kind, it has proved impossible to in-
clude chapters on all Latin American countries. Notable omissions include 
Ecuador, Bolivia, Uruguay, and Paraguay, as well as several Central Ameri-
can countries (Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras) and, with the exception of 
Cuba, the Spanish-speaking Caribbean. As such the discussion of the Great 
Depression’s impact on Latin America offered here is clearly incomplete. 
Despite these absences and while certainly not the last word on the subject, 
the chapters that follow offer new and useful perspectives on the slump of 
the 1930s that will hopefully be of interest to a broad range of scholars and 
not just to historians of the countries that are discussed. Moreover, it is our 
hope that this volume will also provide the reader a timely comparative per-
spective on the current global crisis. In the following paragraphs, I present 
each chapter briefly.

We begin in Argentina, where Roy Hora addresses the impact of the 
Great Depression by examining two opposed historiographical perspectives 
on the slump. An older literature emphasizes the rupture with the export 
age marked by the Great Depression leading to a period of growing indus-
trialization. According to this view, the slump created conditions for the 
rise of a fundamental antagonism between conservative forces linked to the 
authoritarian governments of the Concordancia and urban labor. By con-
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trast, a more recent literature emphasizes continuity between the pre- and 
post-Depression periods. Hora suggests that rather than being opposed, 
these two historical narratives are in fact complementary and must be seen 
as part of a broader historical process marked by the growing homogeniza-
tion of Argentine society following the end of mass international migration. 
As Hora shows, different sectors of the Argentine population experienced 
the Great Depression in different ways. For the middle classes, the slump’s 
impact was short-lived: demographic changes (reductions in family size), 
access to education, and consumption patterns suggest that social mobility 
trends that predated the slump were quickly reestablished. By contrast, for 
the working class, the slump resulted in significant drops in wages and an 
increase in state repression. Hora argues that this contributed to the grow-
ing influence of the Communists among organized labor. Hora concludes 
by noting that these two developments explain the character of Peronism, 
which drew on organized labor while at the same time emphasizing middle-
class values and aspirations, which organized labor came to see as their own.

In the Chilean case, like Hora, Angela Vergara also focuses on how the 
Great Depression affected the working class. Vergara stresses the devastat-
ing impact that the slump had on workers throughout Chile and particularly 
in the nitrate fields in the north, where mass unemployment (50,000 nitrate 
workers were jobless by 1932) was a direct consequence of the collapse of 
the country’s export economy. Emphasizing the agency of workers, Vergara 
explores the ways in which workers responded to the crisis by demanding 
that labor laws be observed and by contesting policies aimed at controlling 
their mobility as they left the nitrate oficinas in the north of Chile in search 
of employment elsewhere. Vergara similarly examines the negotiations that 
developed between workers and state officials over the state and private 
programs of social assistance, such as soup kitchens and shelters for unem-
ployed workers. Finally, Vergara addresses worker agency, exemplified by 
unionization and collective bargaining. In contrast to interpretations that 
emphasize the ways in which the Great Depression enabled the co-option 
of labor movements by populist regimes, Vergara uses these case studies to 
show how, even in a context of economic devastation, mass unemployment, 
and political repression, Chilean workers were able to influence the forma-
tion of a system of labor relations that would characterize Chilean politics 
for almost half a century.

Like Vergara, Joel Wolfe emphasizes the limits of the capacity of the 
regime of Getúlio Vargas to co-opt Brazilian labor in the wake of the Great 
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Depression. Wolfe challenges the widely shared view that Vargas effectively 
incorporated Brazilian organized labor. Rather, Wolf argues, the Vargas 
labor initiatives largely failed. Similarly, other state-building initiatives, fo-
cused on education and cultural programs, were far less effective than is 
sometimes suggested. A weak federal state, further weakened by the impact 
of the Great Depression and confronted by powerful interests in states such 
as São Paulo and Minas Gerais, could not push through reforms in a vast 
country hampered by poor transport infrastructure. However, Wolfe sug-
gests that Vargas did succeed in laying the foundations for what would later 
be called “developmentalism.” Policies introduced during the Great Depres-
sion, such as a federal price support scheme for coffee and state promotion 
of new industrial sectors such as steel, automobiles, and later oil, as well as 
the colonization of the interior, represented a significant shift in ideas about 
the sources of economic prosperity in Brazil and about the state’s role in 
promoting economic development.

In Peru, as in Brazil, the Great Depression created conditions for innova-
tion in the role the state played in the economic and social spheres, as Paulo 
Drinot and Carlos Contreras demonstrate. The impact of the Great Depres-
sion on Peru was severe but relatively short-lived. The Peruvian economy, 
quite diverse by regional standards, recovered relatively quickly, thanks to 
export growth. But the slump created economic dislocations and social ten-
sions that brought about greater state innovation and intervention. In the 
economic sphere, the governments of the 1930s, lacking international credit, 
raised taxes in order to fund social assistance programs, created fiat money 
and a central bank, and set up development banks to extend credit to agri-
culture, industry, and mining. In the social sphere, institutions such as state 
eateries, worker housing, and a worker social insurance fund were estab-
lished in order to address the economic impact of the slump and to under-
mine the growing appeal of left-wing forces, such as the Peruvian Com-
munist Party and the Alianza Popular Revolucionaria America, among the 
working class. These policies had a marginal impact and did not result in a 
radical transformation of either the Peruvian economy or society. In fact, 
they contributed to strengthening the power of the oligarchy, now in alli-
ance with the military. Nevertheless, as Drinot and Contreras argue, they 
reflected significant developments in state building, focused exclusively in 
the “modern” sector, that are expressive of the ways in which Peruvian elites 
understood national progress as being incommensurable with Peru’s indige-
nous population.
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In the case of Colombia, as in Peru, the Great Depression was short-
lived and recovery was largely export driven. As Marcelo Bucheli and Luis 
Felipe Sáenz argue, the Great Depression contributed to a major political 
shift, as the Liberal Party replaced the Conservatives who had been in power 
since the beginning of the twentieth century. However, in the economic 
sphere, the Great Depression did not bring about a major policy shift. In-
deed, the policy of “export protectionism,” which had been introduced in 
earlier decades, was continued and strengthened by the new Liberal gov-
ernments of the 1930s. As in other countries in the region, in Colombia too 
the state took an active role in managing the economy in the context of the 
slump. However, as Bucheli and Sáenz show, export protectionism worked 
in different ways in different export sectors characterized by distinct con-
figurations of local bourgeoisies and foreign capital. In the coffee sector, the 
state worked closely with, and supported, national planters who controlled 
the sector by providing credit lines and government-sponsored promotion 
of exports. In the banana sector, the state had to contend with the United 
Fruit Company. It worked closely with the company, protecting its inter-
ests against those of both local power holders in Magdalena and workers. 
Finally, in the oil industry, which was largely controlled by Standard Oil, 
the Depression-era governments shifted away from an earlier antagonism to 
actively support oil investment and exports.

In Venezuela, again, the economic impact of the slump was slight. As 
Doug Yarrington shows, significant oil revenues meant that Venezuela was 
able to ride out the crisis, although the agricultural export economy, particu-
larly the coffee sector, did not fare as well, and many Venezuelans suffered 
as a result. But it was the death of Venezuela’s dictator Juan Vicente Gómez 
in 1935, rather than the slump itself, that inaugurated a new era in Venezue-
lan politics, albeit one shaped indirectly by the broader impact of the Great 
Depression on the world economy. As Yarrington argues, Gómez’s succes-
sor, Eleazar López Contreras, initiated a number of moderate political and 
social reforms that sought to shift Venezuela onto a path different from that 
set during three decades of Gomecista rule. These reforms created a climate 
in which political forces of the Left, Center, and Right were able to flourish 
and an opportunity for Venezuela’s political leaders to return from exile. In 
what soon became a highly polarized atmosphere, in which local tensions 
and the ways in which those tensions refracted international conflicts such 
as the Spanish Civil War played key roles, López oversaw the establishment 
of a form of exclusionary democracy, which restricted the participation of 



Introduction 13

the Communist Left and inhibited popular mobilization more broadly. This 
exclusionary democracy, Yarrington argues, would characterize Venezue-
lan politics to a greater or lesser degree until the election of Hugo Chávez.

If the Great Depression indirectly led to the establishment of exclusion-
ary democracy in Venezuela, in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua it 
contributed to the establishment of military dictatorships that co-opted in-
digenous groups, as Jeffrey L. Gould shows. The steep fall in export com-
modity prices, in particular in coffee prices, hit Central America sharply. 
However, as elsewhere in the region, recovery from the slump was relatively 
swift. Nevertheless, the effect of the crisis on the laboring poor was generally 
devastating. It contributed to indigenous mobilization and support for a na-
scent Left and led to the establishment of labor and campesino movements. 
Tracing distinct but related trajectories in each country, Gould shows how, 
following the initial repression of these movements, the military regimes 
in all three countries adopted and adapted ideologies of mestizaje and indi-
genismo and introduced policies (for example, offering support to indige-
nous communities in land conflicts with ladinos) that succeeded in break-
ing nascent alliances between the indigenous communities and the Left. As 
Gould argues, the establishment of clientelistic relationships between in-
digenous communities and the military succeeded in co-opting indigenous 
communities and also gave these communities the capacity to resist ladino 
encroachment on their lands. These relationships proved to be strong and 
long-lasting and continued to shape the difficult historical trajectory of Cen-
tral American democracy in the second half of the twentieth century.

To the north, in Mexico, the impact of the Great Depression was sharp 
and owed to a significant extent to the Mexican economy’s close ties and 
exposure to the faltering U.S. economy. As elsewhere in the region, as 
Alan Knight shows, the slump in Mexico was characterized by falling ex-
port prices, a sharp drop in government revenue, and rising unemploy-
ment, which was compounded by the repatriation of thousands of Mexican 
workers from the United States. However, again as happened elsewhere in 
the region, the Mexican economy rebounded relatively quickly, partly be-
cause the country’s export base was diversified, partly because the country’s 
incipient industrial sector was able to take advantage of opportunities cre-
ated by the collapse of imports, and partly because a large subsistence sector 
was able to soak up excess labor. Yet, as Knight argues, government policy 
also played a role in the recovery, particularly after Alberto Pani took over 
in the Treasury in 1932 and implemented a series of proto-Keynesian poli-
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cies. More generally, the recovery from the Depression in Mexico, Knight 
shows, was shaped by the revolutionary nature of the regime: the major 
policies implemented under Cárdenas (1934–40), including land reform, a 
strengthening of labor institutions, and pragmatic economic nationalism 
(in the shape of nationalizations of key industries such as oil and railways), 
followed a logic of radical state policy that had its source in the revolution 
but which was given further traction by the economic dislocations created 
by the world slump.

With Chile, Cuba was one of the countries in Latin America that most 
suffered in the Great Depression. Like Mexico, its fortunes were closely 
linked to those of the United States. The shift to sugar monoculture that 
accelerated sharply following independence in the late nineteenth century 
meant that Cuba was particularly exposed to the commodity price shocks 
that antedated the slump and to the economic devastation that followed the 
1929 crash, not least in the context of U.S. protectionism under the Smoot-
Hawley Act. As Gillian McGillivray shows, the economic impact of the 
Depression on Cuba soon translated into labor unrest, which the Machado 
regime responded to with repression. The 1933 revolution, which deposed 
Machado and led to the Grau San Martín government, prompted policies 
that, McGillivray argues, significantly enhanced the role of the state in the 
economy and went some way toward empowering sectors of the popula-
tion, including sugar workers, Afro-Cubans, and women, in a bid to chan-
nel grassroots mobilization and left-wing activism that was beginning to 
radically alter the character of Cuban society, including its relation with U.S. 
capital. Under Batista, these forces were increasingly contained, but, at least 
until the 1952 coup, and particularly in the period 1937–44, when Batista 
shifted to the Left in response to both local and global processes, popular 
forces continued to influence state policy and to gain important conces-
sions. Following Batista’s 1952 coup, of course, Cuba’s popular forces would 
again be severely repressed. But, as we all know, they would resurface, with 
lasting consequences, in 1959.

In the final chapter, Alan Knight undertakes a comparative overview of 
the processes examined in the previous, country-focused chapters. Knight 
concludes that the Great Depression was indeed a crucial episode in the his-
tory of Latin America. But although it was a single, momentous process, 
its effects varied considerably from country to country (and, particularly 
in the larger countries, from region to region, from economic to economic 
sector, from class to class, and so on). So, while in general, and despite its 
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deep insertion into the global economy that collapsed in the wake of the 
1929 crash, Latin America weathered the crisis relatively well and recovered 
relatively quickly, some countries fared better than others, and most, as ar-
gued above, did better than the United States, which took much longer to 
recover. Moreover, the engine of recovery varied from country to country, 
with import substitution playing a role in some countries but not in others. 
In political terms, too, there was considerable variation, although through-
out Latin America political instability was characteristic, and in most cases 
the slump brought about, as I pointed out above, the collapse of the status 
quo (whether liberal or authoritarian) and its replacement by its antinomy. 
In structural terms, however, Knight sees the slump as accelerating, rather 
than starting ab initio, processes of social and political change, such as in-
dustrialization, urbanization, internal migration, the expansion of the state, 
and its role in both the economy and society, which nevertheless had broader 
consequences for the political configuration of much of the region.

It is therefore interesting to note, in closing, that, in contrast to the Great 
Depression, the current crisis has not—at least not yet—generated politi-
cal eruptions, in Latin America or indeed elsewhere, of the sort that Eric 
Hobsbawm, his contemporaries in Weimar Berlin, and the peoples of Latin 
America lived through in the 1930s. We can tentatively attribute this to the 
fact that, in most countries, historically minded policy makers—who, re-
membering the past, have avoided repeating it—have implemented pro-
active policies that have stopped the crisis from becoming even deeper, or to 
the fact that the political (and ideological) elements that fueled the eruptions 
in the 1930s are largely absent today. Whereas the Great Depression was read 
as a crisis of capitalism tout court, the Great Recession has tended to be read 
as a crisis of a particular variety of capitalism (characterized by unregulated 
financial markets and feckless governments). Similarly, whereas the impact 
of the Great Depression strengthened challenges to liberal democracy from 
the left and right, there is little to indicate that, for all the calls for “radical 
rethinking” from the left or despite the emergence or strengthening of neo-
fascist movements in parts of Europe, there is extensive support today for an 
alternative to liberal democracy, either “straight” or tweaked with participa-
tory elements.45 This could change if the current crisis spreads further (stall-
ing, or even breaking down, the Chinese motor of the global economy) or 
deepens (collapsing the Euro and breaking up the European Union). So far, 
Latin America has weathered the crisis better than other regions. But, as in 
the 1930s, the fate of the region is firmly tied to that of the rest of the world.
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Chapter 1

The Impact of the Depression  

on Argentine Society

Roy Hora

Social and political developments in Argentina during the period that 
stretches from the beginning of the Great Depression to Colonel Juan 
Perón’s rise to power a decade and a half later have been studied from two 
points of view. During the 1960s and 1970s, most scholars characterized this 
period, known as the Década Infame, as one of political reaction and social 
regression. According to this view, the coup d’état led by General José F. 
Uriburu on September 6, 1930, that overthrew President Hipólito Yrigoyen 
and the subsequent systematic use of electoral fraud by the ruling Concor-
dancia (1932–43) allowed the Conservatives and their allies on the right to 
reverse the reformist politics furthered by the Radical governments (1916–
30) after the Sáenz Peña electoral reform democratized the (male) franchise. 
This interpretation also emphasizes that the Great Depression had a nega-
tive impact on popular welfare, in both rural and urban areas, whose effect 
lasted for more than a decade, and which undid much of the social progress 
that had been achieved in previous decades, most particularly during the 
period of Radical rule.

This way of looking at the 1930s holds that this social and political relapse 
ran parallel to deep economic transformations. As a result of the contraction 
of the world market for agricultural products, Argentina’s export sector lost 
momentum. When economic recovery began, the inward-looking, labor-
intensive manufacturing sector overtook export agriculture as the major en-
gine of growth. Recovery was aided by public policy that, as a result of the 
change in the political base of the state, became more favorable to business 
interests than during the democratic era that ended in 1930. After General 
Uriburu’s coup d’état removed Yrigoyen from office, the country fell under 
the rule of the Concordancia. A sort of united front of those forces of the 
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Center and the Right that had been ousted from the scene by the rise of the 
Radicals, the Concordancia controlled politics from 1932 to 1943, and for 
that matter repeatedly resorted to electoral falsification in various degrees, 
especially in the province of Buenos Aires. Far more pro-capitalist than its 
Radical predecessors, the Concordancia served the interests of a business 
elite made up of large landowners (whose wealth dated back to the agro-
export period) and, to a lesser extent, of manufacturing and urban entrepre-
neurs who benefited from inward-looking growth. Indifference to popular 
demands on the part of the governing elite, repression of political dissidents 
and labor militants, and the weakness of the unions explain why there was 
no social or labor reform in the 1930s, despite mounting discontent. It was 
only with the accession of Perón to government that social reform became 
a central aspect of public policy.1

According to this narrative, then, the 1930s was a period marked by rup-
ture with the previous export-led era but also with the Peronist years. In fact, 
much of the persuasive power of this account lies in its capacity to explain 
the rise of Peronism as the product of the new social forces that emerged 
in the wake of the economic and social changes brought about by the De-
pression, and as a response to the reactionary political climate prevalent 
throughout the Década Infame. Following this interpretation, the critical 
factor in the emergence of Peronism—the movement that would from that 
point onward take center stage in Argentinean politics—was the growing 
tension between this undemocratic, elitist political order and the growing 
economic and social weight of urban labor.

In the past twenty-five years, this interpretation has been called into ques-
tion. Major processes of change that have taken place since the 1980s, such 
as deindustrialization, the erosion of working-class politics, and Peronism’s 
electoral defeats (and changes) during the post-1983 democratic period, have 
had a strong impact on the way historians regard the 1930s. Also, greater 
awareness of the importance of manufacturing growth and social better-
ment during the export-led era has given rise to more balanced, even more 
sympathetic, views on the oligarchic republic (1880–1916) and the pre-1945 
economic and social development of the country. As a result, the rise of 
industrial society has lost much of its centrality as the dominant theme in the 
country’s mid-twentieth-century history. Understanding of the Década In-
fame as an era of manufacturing growth and working-class ascent has given 
way to an alternative view that emphasizes continuity with earlier periods. 
The 1930s are seen as a period not of rupture but of continuation of the pro-
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cesses of economic growth and diversification and, more importantly, social 
betterment that wide sectors of society, including the popular classes, had 
experienced since the turn of the century, and which had gathered pace dur-
ing the prosperous 1920s. In this way, the Década Infame is located within 
the context of a broader, interwar period. According to this view, once the 
worst effects of the Great Depression had subsided, society again became 
open and mobile, characterized by increasing levels of well-being and re-
newed opportunities for social advancement, especially in the large littoral 
cities. It is often noted that, apart from manufacturing, the services sector 
also experienced significant growth during the 1930s, thus consolidating 
an economic structure that was not only more industrialized but also more 
complex and diversified.

According to this view, as social mobility and individual progress be-
came more widespread in the interwar period, the confrontational, class-
based popular identities forged during the turn-of-the-century years (when 
Anarchist influence over the working classes was at its height) lost salience. 
Thus, while adherents to the first interpretation outlined above suggest that 
the formation of labor institutions and a stronger (albeit repressed) worker 
culture gained momentum during the 1930s, this second interpretation em-
phasizes a gradual erosion in class-based identities. Instead, it points to the 
making of a wider “popular sectors” identity, in part shaped by middle-class 
values, and defined less by class than by determinants such as culture, con-
sumption, and residential patterns. In sum, where the first narrative empha-
sizes the social and political alienation of the new urban laborers created by 
industrialization, the second highlights the identification of large sections 
of the urban population with aspirations for social or family betterment 
compatible with the existing order and, as a result, a strong popular iden-
tification with the moderate, reformist political agenda articulated by the 
Radicals and the Socialists.2

Finally, this second perspective sees the political developments that put 
an end to the Década Infame under a different light. Explanations of the rise 
of Peronism downplay the analytical weight of labor activism and of popu-
lar demands that could not be accommodated within a reformed version of 
the political order of the Década Infame. In the more integrated and har-
monious society portrayed by proponents of this argument, the economic 
and social transformations brought about by the growth of manufacturing 
play a minor part in the emergence of Peronism. Politics and ideology, rather 
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than social and economic change, are the most important explanatory vari-
ables. According to this view, the authoritarian, nationalist ideas dominant 
in the armed forces and the Catholic Church, the political and ideological 
impact of World War II, the mobilization of the center and left political 
parties and the middle classes against the military that took power in June 
1943, and the besieged military regime’s struggle for survival in 1944–45 
were developments even more important than the upsurge of working-class 
activism in shaping the political scenario that brought Colonel Perón to 
power.3

Because of their emphasis on either change or continuity, exclusion or 
integration, these two interpretations of the Great Depression years are 
often regarded as alternative narratives. However, important divergences 
stem from the fact that they focus on two distinct groups: the industrial 
workers in the first case, and the urban middle classes and the more inte-
grated and prosperous segments of the urban popular classes in the second. 
In fact, this chapter argues that these interpretations actually explore two 
parallel and (to some extent) complementary realities, both of equal impor-
tance for understanding how Argentina developed during the 1930s and 
what was the political legacy of the Great Depression. In order to achieve 
a better understanding of the 1930s, therefore, these two narratives need to 
be brought together.

The first section of this chapter briefly describes the impact of the Great 
Depression. Then, the chapter looks into how the slump affected the middle 
classes and the most integrated and prosperous sectors of the urban workers. 
I contend that long-established forces of integration were at play during this 
period, promoting social mobility and increased levels of welfare. However, 
this experience was less widespread and less potent than in earlier decades. 
The next section shifts attention to the word of labor, exploring how the rise 
of industry and new forms of labor organization affected the workforce. It 
states that deteriorating living conditions and greater hostility toward the 
established order contributed to the emergence of the first industry-wide 
trade unions in the manufacturing sector, and it assesses the long-term sig-
nificance of the changes in the workers’ political consciousness associated 
with this process. Finally, the concluding section summarizes the central 
themes of this article and offers some indications on integrating the two 
narratives outlined above into a more complex view of how Argentinean 
society was transformed as a result of the Depression.
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Argentina into the Depression

The Argentine economy, highly integrated into international trade and 
finance flows, was strongly affected by the world slump. Between 1928 and 
1932, exports fell from $1 billion to $335 million. gdp contracted by 14 per-
cent between 1929 and 1932. Public finances also suffered, the consequence 
not only of decreasing revenues (still highly dependent on international 
trade taxes) but also of the drying up of external credit. To balance the trade 
deficit, the government restricted external purchases and remittances (de-
valuation of the peso, exchange controls). Duties on imported goods were 
increased, and quantitative restrictions on imports were imposed.

These measures created incentives for the development of domestic pro-
duction through import substitution industrialization, and by 1933 the 
manufacturing sector began to revive. Argentina’s industrial structure, the 
most advanced in Latin America, developed in new directions. A modest 
increase in export values contributed to growth, but economic recovery 
was largely the result of increased production for the domestic market, led 
by new sectors such as textiles, chemistry, and metals. Between 1933 and 
1945, gdp expanded by almost 4 percent per year on average, barely a point 
below the 1920–29 pace of growth.4 Despite the weak performance of the 
export sector throughout the decade, the impact of the Great Depression 
was less intense in Argentina than in Chile, Canada, or the United States, 
all countries where gdp fell by over 20 percent and recovery was slower and 
more laborious.5 However, recovery was not as fast as in Brazil or Mexico, 
probably because strong links with Britain and a rather timid, orthodox eco-
nomic policy prevented Argentina from channeling more resources into the 
most dynamic sectors of the economy. The much-criticized Roca-Runciman 
bilateral agreement, designed to protect beef exports to Britain and which 
forced Argentine producers and consumers to buy British goods rather 
than cheaper and more useful U.S. and German products, was probably in-
evitable in a world that was moving toward bilateralism. Even if less con-
tentious, servicing the debt proved less beneficial, largely because, despite 
Argentina’s good behavior, the influx of foreign loans and investment was 
never resumed. To a certain extent, then, Argentina paid a higher price for 
its financial policy than for its commercial policy.6

Economic recovery was largely an urban phenomenon, spurred by the 
development of manufacturing and the expansion of the services sector.7 
One of the most important consequences of the shift from export agricul-
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ture to inward-looking development was that it reshaped the economic elite, 
which had up to that point been dominated by large landowners. The fall in 
exports brought with it a dramatic decrease in the value of both the assets 
and the income of this group. Large estancieros suffered heavy losses. Over 
the course of the 1930s, rural wealth was silently displaced from the top eche-
lons of the wealthy elite by the more dynamic and prosperous urban capi-
talists. By the early 1940s, less than one out of every six among the largest 
one hundred taxpayers derived their income from rural business. However, 
newly amassed wealth remained detached from high society. Very few of 
these urban nouveaux riches came from upper-class circles, and even fewer 
of them harbored aspirations to marry into or intermingle with the landed 
establishment. Thus, the renovation of the top echelons of the business com-
munity was deeper and more abrupt than the social decline of the turn-of-
the-century rural elite. In the popular mind, wealthy landowners remained 
as the country’s most powerful group. In a period of greater popular hard-
ship, this came at a price. During the 1930s, the public image of Argentina’s 
most exclusive group turned increasingly negative. Widely perceived as re-
actionary, exploitative of the laborers who worked the land, and harmful to 
the national interest, the oligarquía terrateniente became the object of much 
criticism.8

Public hostility toward this landed oligarchy was closely tied to the prob-
lems faced by the rural population. We lack a clear picture of the impact of 
the Depression in the interior provinces. The available evidence, however, 
suggests that the gap in living standards between the littoral and the interior 
provinces deepened further.9 This was also what most contemporaries be-
lieved. In a well-known study of social conditions in the northwestern prov-
inces published in 1938, Alfredo Palacios denounced “the lack of any future 
for innumerable Argentinean children,” the consequence of all those “ill-
nesses fostered by misery.”10

The Great Depression had a profound and negative impact on popular 
welfare in the pampean countryside, the heart of the agrarian export econ-
omy. Agricultural mechanization in the 1920s and the collapse of grain and 
livestock prices during the Depression led to a twin, long-lasting contrac-
tion in labor demand and income. Large landowners saw their assets and 
incomes shrink, but their superior market power allowed them to transfer 
much of this fall to tenants and wage laborers. A number of important labor 
conflicts and tenant strikes erupted between 1930 and 1933. Lacking a strong 
organization and further weakened by the economic downturn, workers and 
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tenants were always defeated. Thereafter, migration became a more viable 
option than speaking out.11

Migration, one of the most important consequences of the Depression, 
had a profound demographic impact. Between 1930 and 1947, Argentina 
grew from eleven to sixteen million inhabitants. However, during the 1930s, 
for the first time in the country’s history, the rural population (those resid-
ing in settlements of less than two thousand inhabitants) declined, reaching 
a similar level to that of 1914. People leaving the countryside went primarily 
to the large littoral cities, especially Buenos Aires and its surrounding area. 
Between 1936 and 1943, this metropolis absorbed some 72,000 internal mi-
grants each year; between 1943 and 1947, that average rose to 117,000.12 In 
little over a decade, one million provincianos settled in Buenos Aires. This 
sustained increase in urban population meant that by the mid-1940s, one 
in every four Argentines resided in the federal capital and its urban periph-
ery. The growing demographic weight of this large metropolis did not go 
unnoticed. By the 1940s, views like those of Alejandro Bunge and Ezequiel 
Martínez Estrada, who argued that Argentina was a country with a large 
head and a withered body, had become quite common.13

Migration from the pampean provinces dominated during the first half 
of the 1930s (when the impact of the crisis in export agriculture was at its 
height), accounting for some two-thirds of total migrants. In the latter part 
of the decade, however, migration from the interior provinces increased 
markedly. For residents of places such as Santiago del Estero, Catamarca, 
or La Rioja, leaving their land was not a new experience: migration from 
the poor interior provinces to the labor-hungry pampean region stretched 
back to colonial times. For much of the nineteenth century and until 1930, 
however, the sheer size of the European migration made internal migra-
tion rather invisible. Furthermore, much of the internal migration that 
took place before 1930 was directed toward the more developed and labor-
demanding areas of the interior, such as Mendoza or Tucumán. As a result 
of the Depression, this pattern was dramatically altered. European migra-
tion stopped (with the exception of a brief resumption in the immediate 
postwar period) at the same time that an increasing number of dark-skinned 
provincianos were moving toward the large littoral conurbations. Between 
1914 and 1947, foreign-born inhabitants in Buenos Aires fell from 49.3 to 
27.5 percent of the total population. In that same period, provincianos rose 
from 18 to 44 percent of the total native population in the federal capital, 
and most likely to over 55 percent in Greater Buenos Aires.
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This demographic transformation coincided with, and reinforced, cul-
tural change. In the 1930s, the coastal cities lost some of their cosmopolitan 
character, acquiring instead a more native flavor. New forms of imagining 
the nation, which rediscovered and idealized pre-immigration Argentina 
and were hostile to the Europeanized ideas that had captivated the imagi-
nation of the country’s ruling elite for much of the previous half century, 
gained ground. This nativism was often accompanied by a new appreciation 
of the Spanish cultural roots and legacy, which in some cases included a cri-
tique of democracy and political liberalism. Anti-imperialist rhetoric also 
became more apparent. British economic and political interests became the 
subject of open attack, starting with the publication in 1934 of La Argentina 
y el imperialismo británico by Julio and Rodolfo Irazusta.14

It was not only in elite circles that these visions of a less cosmopolitan 
Argentine culture gained ground. They also appealed to the middle and 
popular classes, to both recently arrived and long-established urban resi-
dents. In the large cities that set the tone of the country’s political and cul-
tural life, the growing demographic weight of provincianos contributed 
to the emergence of a more nationalistic, inward-looking cultural climate. 
First- and second-generation Argentine descendants of European immi-
grants turned their backs on their forebears and became open critics of 
recently arrived Europeans.15 The development of musical genres such as 
tango and folklore, together with the growth of the radio and of a local film 
industry, offered powerful channels for the exploration of new themes re-
lating to this Argentina criolla.16

The Quest for Social Mobility and the Middle Classes

It is important not to exaggerate the disruptive power of the new ways of 
imagining the nation. In the 1930s, new social and cultural tensions that 
divided white, European Argentina from its criollo counterpart contributed 
to the spread of views that praised the virtues of the land and demonized the 
big, artificial, cosmopolitan city that only looked toward Europe. However, 
this trend rarely implied a rejection of urban modernity or condemnation of 
the urban experience as such: for most people, migrants included, the superi-
ority of the city lay not only in the dynamism of its labor market but also in 
its greater opportunities for leisure, consumption, access to education, and 
improved medical care (all of which were praised in the popular press, on the 
radio, and in the cinema). The example of the young Eva Duarte, who moved 


