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Abstract 

 

 Creating the Vilest Places on Earth: Public Resource, Crime and 

the Social Geography of Buenos Aires 1880-1920. 

 

 

 

 

Juandrea Marie Bates, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Seth Garfield  

 
This Master’s Report explores how the social geography of Buenos Aires 

transformed between 1887 and 1910 and how these changes affected the city’s 

development. It argues that despite the state’s purported willingness to provide 

security and sanitation services to its citizenry, changing settlement patterns and 

expanding democratic participation led to the unequal distribution of public 

resources and the decay of neighborhoods in the south and west of the city. It 

argues that as public works removed inexpensive housing in the city’s downtown 

and transportation networks linked the city’s peripheries closer to the nucleus, 

members of the middle class and elites increasingly congregated in center and 
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north of the city. Buenos Aires’ neighborhoods became segregated increasingly 

along class lines and patronage networks broke down. Members of the working 

class, now concentrated in their own neighborhoods, were unable gain the same 

resources.  

Inequality in the allocation of government benefits created clear physical 

and cultural barriers between rich and poor segments of the city. Unequal access 

to security forces played an especially important role in stigmatizing poor regions. 

While the police department vigilantly protected safety, private property and 

order in some parts of the city, they did not provide enough officers to complete 

the same tasks in others. Crime went unchecked in poorer regions. The municipal 

government published statistics and commentary on crime in the southern and 

western districts of the capital. This imagery cast the area’s residents as threats to 

public safety and sanitation that the state should control and maintain segregated 

rather than aid. By casting them as a threatening “other,” city officials denied 

inhabitants of poor neighborhoods’ future claims to public resources.  
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Introduction 

In 1888, Buenos Aires’ leading newspaper, La Prensa, celebrated the prosperity 

of the city’s southern port, La Boca, The paper exclaimed, “La Boca gives the 

nation pride with its bustling port and stores.” Commenting on the local 

inhabitants, the author noted, “The best fashions can be seen on every corner as 

shoppers stroll from shop to shop purchasing the best commodities that the 

nations of Europe can offer.” Noting that La Boca’s ports had become 

increasingly important sites of international exports, the reporter said, La Boca 

“epitomizes the progress of the city and the prosperity of the nation’s future.” Its 

residents, he concluded, live “peacefully and with industry and order.”1 

 If in 1888 La Boca had been a symbol of the nation’s hopes, by 1910 it 

had become a mirror of its disappointments. That year La Prensa published 

another editorial describing La Boca as “the vilest place on earth and an 

embarrassment to Argentina.” It expressed disgust at the “open sewers that flow 

into the street,” claiming, “the wretched inhabitants have little reservation about 

wading through the debris, garbage and waste that flows into the roads.” Omitting 

any reference to industry or commerce, the journalist complained, “A man cannot 

walk through the streets without being pestered by women and children begging 

for their daily bread.” He went on to allege this part of the city hosted “lairs of 

                                                 
1 All of the quotes in this paragraph come from La Prensa, (Buenos Aires, Argentina) Feb 2, 
1888, p. 1. 
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criminals and hoards of thieves.” Contrasting it with the rest of the capital, he 

wrote, “While the rest of the Buenos Aires prospers with industry and activity, the 

people of La Boca wander in idleness and immorality letting everything around 

them fall into ruins.” The region and its inhabitants, he concluded, “spread a 

stench that can be smelled for miles into the Province.”2  

 The difference in how these journalists portrayed La Boca is striking. The 

disparity reflects a larger shift in the material conditions in neighborhoods in the 

south and west of Buenos Aires and changes in the way that residents of Buenos 

Aires, porteños, thought about those spaces. Between 1880 and 1910, the social 

geography of Buenos Aires, or the way that residents occupied, utilized and 

conceptualized the growing metropolis, transformed rapidly. In 1880, affluent and 

impoverished residents lived in the same neighborhoods and each district of the 

city housed semi-autonomous centers of politics, business and commerce. By 

1910, this had changed. While neighborhoods in the center and north of the city 

flourished, those in the south and west became economically stagnant, 

overcrowded and unsanitary.  

The decline of barrios in the south and west of Buenos Aires occurred in 

stark contrast to the prosperity of the rest of the city, and Argentina as a whole. 

Indeed, at the same time that places like La Boca fell into decay the nation 

                                                                                                                                     
 
2 These quotes come from La Prensa (Buenos Aires, Argentina January 15, 1913, p. 6. 
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seemed to be enjoying a golden period. During this same period, Argentines 

witnessed the stabilization of political rule, massive foreign investment, a growing 

economy and democratic rule. 

This golden period began in 1880 when Federalists, under Julio A. Roca, 

ended decades of civil war that had plagued the county since independence. This 

allowed the central government to focus its attention towards opening the fertile 

farming regions in the country’s interior, the pampas, for settlement, ranching and 

commercial agriculture. The Argentina military removed indigenous communities 

from the pampas’ farmland and issued national concessions permits to British 

companies, such as the Central Argentine Railroad and Buenos Aires Pacific 

Railroad, on the condition that the corporations build railways to connect the 

pampas to the capital. These new transportation networks allowed for an 

explosion in the amounts of grains, beef and mutton shipped out of the pampas 

overseas, bringing export values from 37 million gold pesos in 1861 to 214 

million in 1890 and 519 million in 1914.3 

Argentina’s export boom opened doors to social mobility, especially in 

urban places such as Buenos Aires, Cordoba and Rosario. Previously, porteños 

had linked wealth and status to land ownership and long-distance trade. However, 

the goods flowing through these areas allowed for the growth of a small middle-

                                                 
3 Overviews of Argentina’s opening the pampas and rapid economic growth during this period 
come from Brown, Brief History of Argentina, 59-65, Rock, 161-168, 206-211. 
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class of shopkeepers, small business owners, industrialists and white-collar 

workers in import and export trade. After the 1880s, this class, and opportunities 

for social advancement grew exponentially.4 

Between 1880 and 1930, these opportunities for social mobility and the 

country’s growing economy attracted over six million immigrants—most of who 

entered through the Port of Buenos Aires. While some experienced the city as a 

momentary stop on their way to the interior, the vast majority remained in Buenos 

Aires. These newcomers dramatically changed the demographics of the city, 

particularly the working class. By 1900, fifty percent of the rapidly growing 

population was foreign born. Increasing life expectancy and lower infant 

mortality rates paired with immigration to drive Buenos Aires population from 

404,000 in 1887 to 1,222,728 in 1909.5   

This golden period was marked also by Argentina’s first experiment with 

democratic rule. In the 1880s, strict property requirements and literacy tests kept 

most people from participating in Argentina’s so-called republic. However, in the 

1890s a number of groups began to question the oligarchy’s stranglehold on 

political power. The middle class in particular questioned its limited political 

                                                 
4 For growth of the middle class see, Gino Germani, Estructura social de la Argentino: Analisis 
estadistico (Buenos Aires, 1955). 
 
5 Moya, Cousins and Strangers, 24. For description of how this immigration affected living and 
housing pattern in Buenos Aires in first decade of twentieth century see James Scobie. Buenos 
Aires Plaza to Suburb, 1870-1910 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974)140-167. For 
population growth see Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 136. 
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involvement. In 1890, the Union Civica Radical, the Radical Party, supported by 

the middle class, emerged under the leadership of Hipólito Yrigoyen and 

attempted to seize power through a series of armed rebellions in 1890, 1893 and 

1905. As the proletariat grew, its members also organized to protect their interests 

in the workplace and in politics. By 1904, the anarchist Federación Obera 

Regional Argentina (F.O.R.A) had gained considerable influence over labor 

movements. Under their leadership, over 750 strikes threatened to paralyze the 

capital in the first fifteen years of the century. The Radical Party successfully 

exploited elite fears of working class upheavals to gain alliances with the 

oligarchy. Arguing that a more expansive democracy was the only way to protect 

social stability, they pushed for the removal of property qualifications and 

advocated for universal male suffrage for citizens and optional voting for 

immigrants. In 1912, Radicals achieved their goals and Argentina began its first 

experiment with democracy.6 

                                                 
6 Number of strikes in the capital see Ronald Munck, “Cycles of Class Struggle and the Making of 
the Working Class in Argentina, 1890-1920” Journal of Latin American Studies, Vol.19, No. 1. 
(May 1987), 34.Discussion of labor activism in early twentieth century see Ronaldo Munck, 
Argentina From Anarchism to Peronism: Workers, Unions and Politics, 1855-1985 New Jersey: 
Zed Books Ltd, 1987) 43-52. Rock, Argentina, 172-177; Rock, Machine Politics in Buenos Aires 
and the Argentine Radical Party, 1912-1930” Journal of Latin American Studies, Vol. 4, No. 2. 
(Nov.,1972), 233-256; For the economic and political factors leading up to the passage of 
universal male suffrage see Walters, Politics and Urban Growth,  29-35. Rock, Politics in 
Argentina The Rise and Fall of Radicalism (Cambridge, 1975). Scobie, Argentina, 199-206. For 
the rise of the middle class in politics see Rock, Argentina, 183-191, Walter, Politics and Urban 
Growth, Rodriguez, Civiliing Argentina, 9-16. Donna Guy Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires Sex 
and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family and Nation in Argentina. Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1991. McGee, Sandra. “The Visible and Invisible Liga Patriotica Argentina, 
1919-1928: Gender Roles and the Right Wing.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 64:2 
(May 1984): 233-258. 
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The expansion of democratic rule and economic prosperity changed the 

way the government understood its responsibility to its citizens. Hoping contain 

and control the effects of social change and to buttress their own position, elites in 

power sought to institute public health projects, sanitation campaigns, urban 

beautification and police reform to sanitize and secure the city and make their 

political parties attractive to the growing electorate. The money invested in 

sanitation and security in Buenos Aires increased from 130,000 gold pesos in 

1882 to more than 920,000 by 1905.7 

The dramatic decline of southern barrios of Buenos Aires within the 

context of economic prosperity, expansive democratic rule and a new 

commitment to public works 1887 and 1914 presents a central paradox: Why at a 

time when the nation boomed did some areas of Buenos Aires fall into such 

marked decay?. Why did some areas of Buenos Aires prosper while others 

decline? Finally, what does this tell us about social relations in the city?  

                                                                                                                                     
State Building and Political Movements in Argentina, 1860-1916. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2002. Rodriguez, Julia. Civilizing Argentina: Science, Medicine and the Modern State. 
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2006. 
 
7 For the importance of the rising importance of the  middle class in the growing interests in 
sanitation and public works see Walter, Politics and Urban Growth;  Rodriguez, Civilizing 
Argentina and Ruggiero, Modernity in the Flesh,  Each of these historians looks at a different 
angle of this process. Walter explores the city legislature’s attempts to appease the middle class 
and parts of the working class even before they were enfranchised. While Rodriguez charts a 
similar rise in the importance and power of medical doctors, who claim to have the answers to 
middle class and elite fears of contagion disease and insecurity, in the  years immediately prior to 
the passage of universal male suffrage. Finally, Ruggiero’s work begins to trace the middle classes 
increasing power in manipulating the legal system during the same period. 
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 This Master’s Report explores how the social geography of Buenos Aires 

transformed between 1887 and 1910 and how these changes affected the city’s 

development. It argues that despite the state’s purported willingness to provide 

security and sanitation services to its citizenry, changing settlement patterns and 

expanding democratic participation led to the unequal distribution of public 

resources and the decay of neighborhoods in the south and west of the city. In 

1880, the majority of porteños, rich or poor, lived in the center of the city or in 

smaller hubs distributed throughout the capital. Local elites in each district 

secured access to nascent public resources. Residential proximity and patronage 

networks allowed most residents to access these limited city services.  

By 1910, this had changed dramatically. As public works removed 

inexpensive housing in the city’s core and transportation networks linked the 

city’s peripheries closer to the nucleus, members of the middle class and elites 

increasingly congregated in center and north of the city. Buenos Aires’ 

neighborhoods became segregated increasingly along class lines and patronage 

networks broke down. Elite and the middle class used personal connections to 

obtain access to resources, but members of the working class, now concentrated in 

their own neighborhoods, were unable to exert the same pressure or gain the same 

resources.  

Inequality in the allocation of government benefits created clear physical 

and cultural barriers between rich and poor segments of the city. Unequal access 
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to security forces played an especially important role in stigmatizing poor regions. 

While the police department vigilantly protected safety, private property and 

order in some parts of the city, they did not provide enough officers to complete 

the same tasks in others. Crime went unchecked in poorer regions. The municipal 

government published statistics and commentary on crime in the southern and 

western districts of the capital. This imagery cast the area’s residents as threats to 

public safety and sanitation that the state should control and maintain segregated 

rather than aid. By casting them as a threatening “other,” city officials denied 

inhabitants of poor neighborhoods’ future claims to public resources.  

Historiography: 
Juxtaposing the changing social geography of Buenos Aires with an 

examination of the distribution of public works, security forces and arrest rates in 

the capital provides new insights into modernization, urban development and 

social control in the early twentieth century Argentina. Much of the historical 

scholarship on Argentina has focused around a central paradox: Why did 

Argentina, a nation with rich natural resources, democratic rule, a per capita 

income and literacy rates that rivaled those in United States and Western Europe 

at the turn of the century, suffer economic stagnation and turbulent dictatorial rule 

after 1930? From 1960s to 1990s, scholars debated this question, attributing 

Argentina’s so-called decline to factors ranging from a weak middle class, an 

overpowering military and the effects of economic imperialism. Faced with 
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irreconcilable conclusions, scholars abandoned the question moving towards 

social histories of people’s experiences and the cultural construction of gender 

and power during the early twentieth century.8 

In 2005, however, historian Julia Rodriguez readdressed this central 

paradox. Reexamining the early twentieth century, she argues that the golden age 

“planted the seeds of its own demise.”9 She shows that doctors, criminologists 

and psychologists used “scientific” rhetoric to diagnose the working class as a 

socially degenerate “other,” outside the national community and a threat to 

modernization and progress. These professionals drafted new ways to control and 

repress the proletariat to instill social control. Through this rhetoric and a close 

alliance with the liberal state, she contends, elites prevented “the wealth and 

accelerated development at the turn of the century from resulting in significant 

redistribution of income or power.”10 She concludes that the cultural assumptions 

accompanying economic growth and political expansion at the turn of the century 

brought the social segregation that would initiate the country’s decline.  

                                                 
8 Examples of this debates see Jorge Schavarzer, “The Argentine Riddle in Historical 
Perspective,”Latin American Research Review 27, no. 1 (1992): 169-81; Robert A. Potash, The 
Army and Politics in Argentina, 1928-1945: Yrigoyen to Perón. (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1969); Carlos Waisman, The Reversal of Development in Argentina: Postwar 
Counterrevolitions Policies and Their Structural Concequences (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1987): Ernesto Tornquist and Co., The Economic Develop,ent of the Argentina 
Republic in the Last Fifty Years Carlos F. Diaz Alejandro, Essays in the Economic History of the 
Argentine Republic : Monica Peralta Ramos, “Peronism and Dependency. “LAP 1, no. 3 (Fall 
1974): 82-92.  
9 Julia Rodriguez, Civilizing Argentina: Science, Medicine and the Modern State (Chapel Hill, 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 7. 
10 Rodriguez, Civilizing Argentina, 9. 
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Rodriguez’s work, however, explores only elite discourse. She shows how 

urban intellectuals conceptualized the urban poor and how they designed 

programs to “civilize” them. However, she stops short of investigating how elites 

carried out their projects or how their plans affected material conditions in the 

city. This project builds on her work by examining the implementation of plans to 

sanitize and secure the city at the turn of the century. In doing so, it reveals how 

unequal access to the benefits of modernizing projects created, maintained and 

justified new relations of inequality. Moreover, a consideration of how this 

marginalization fostered distrust between the urban masses and the government 

will provide new insights into Argentina’s turbulent decline after 1930.  

This project also brings together social sciences theory with historical lens 

to explore urban growth in early twentieth century Buenos Aires. While 

Argentina’s major metropolis has generated a plethora of historical scholarship 

over the last century, the majority of it has considered the city’s development as 

the inevitable outcome of demographic growth and shifts in the economy: the city 

grew as the population increased, public works projects expanded when the 

economy boomed then crumbled when it faltered. For example, James Scobie and 

Richard Walters describe the ways that, the construction of major thoroughfares 

and a deepwater port changed the metropolis between 1880 and 1940, but 

overlook how social relations influenced this development. In doing so, their 

 10



analysis obscures the process whereby poor communities lost access to resources 

and naturalizes the spatial division of rich and poor residents.11 

Social scientists have been more attentive to the ways that urban space 

reveals changing social relationships. Borrowing from sociologist Manuel 

Castella and historian Teresa Meade, this essay understands the size, nature and 

boundaries of the city of Buenos Aires as socially constructed arenas in which 

conflicting tension between opposing social classes played out. Moreover, my 

project seeks the historical routes of the boundaries between rich and poor 

neighborhoods. As sociologist Manuel Castells argues, “The allocation of urban 

space has not been accidental. Rather, in most cities in what we call the 

developing world a separation of poverty from wealth and a concurrent isolation 

of the poor far from city services have been planned.”12 Moreover, my project 

understands the state services as critical to the separation of wealth and poverty. 

Political scientist Guillermo O’Donnell has noted that frequently the separation of 

wealth from poverty usually accompanied a separation between blue zones, 

“where the state has a high degree of presences effectively sustains the rule of law 

and regulates behaviors” from “brown zones”, where the state is virtually 

                                                 
11 James Scobie, Buenos Aires Plaza to Suburb, 1870-1910 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1974); Richard Walter Politics and Urban Growth in Buenos Ares 1910-1940 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 1993). 
 
12 Miguel Castells, The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban Social 
Movements (Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983), 212 
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absent.13 By exploring the division between the wealthy and the poor in the 

context of the allocation of state services, this project adds historical depth to 

sociological theory and reveals that wealth and poverty as well as blue and brown 

zones were not the natural outcome of population growth but rather the result of a 

specific historical moment.14  

By examining the development of blue and brown zones, this project will 

also contribute to historical understandings of social control in modern societies. 

Scholars, such as Ricardo Salvatore, Lila Caimari and Diego Armus, have shown 

how Argentine elites used the criminal justice system, penitentiaries and public 

health to expand the state’s influence over proletariats’ actions and identities. 

While much of this literature, centers on Foucauldian notions of controlling and 

surveying the body, this essay reveals a contradictory pattern. While the 

government vigorously sought to instill order and discipline in some areas of the 

city, it ignored poor parts of the metropolis refusing to extend surveying and 

security forces to those parts of the capital. The state created stigmas and 

inequality by not extending uplift programs to this area.15  

                                                 
13 Guillermo O’Donnell, “On the State, Democratizization and Some Conceptual Problems: A 
Latin American View with Glances of some Post-communist Countries” World Development (21. 
August, 1993), 1357. 
 
14 Teresa Meade, ‘Civilizing’ Rio: Reform and Resistance in a Brazilian City 1889-1930. 
University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 11.  
15 Kristen Ruggiero, “Passion, Perversity, and the Pace of Justice in Argentina in the Turn of the 
Last Century” in Crime and Punishment in Latin America: Law and Society since Late Colonial 
Times, ed. Ricardo D. Salvatore,  Carlos Aguirre and Gilbert Joseph (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2001), 211-233; Ricardo D. Salvatore, “Death and Liberalism: Capital Punishment After the 
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Chapters Outline: 

To balance a comparison of different neighborhoods with change over 

time, this report divides into two chapters. The first provides a view of the social 

geography of Buenos Aires in 1887. The second explores how the ways that 

porteños occupied, utilized and conceptualized the city had transformed by 1910. 

To highlight both continuities and changes both chapters feature five sections: 

living patterns, public resources, institutional development, allocation of security 

forces and, finally, arrests patterns and their affects 

Understanding how the urban geography contributed to the creation and 

maintenance of inequality in Buenos Aires first requires a context of the city’s 

living patterns. Therefore, both chapters begin with a physical and social 

depiction of the capital including the occupation, age and ethnicity of its residents. 

                                                                                                                                     
Fall of Rosas” in Crime and Punishment in Latin America, 308-341; Ricardo D. Salvatore, “Prison 
Reform in Buenos Aires Working Class” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 23. No.2 
(Autumn, 1992), 279-299; Lila Caimari, “Remembering Freedom: Life as Seen From the Prison 
Cell (Buenos Aires Province 1930-1950)” in Crime and Punishment in Latin America, 391-414, 
Guy, Donna J. Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family and Nation in Argentina. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991. This focus on surveying the urban poor extends 
beyond Argentine historiography. For emblematic arguments on Brazil and Peru see Thomas 
Holloway, Policing Rio de Janeiro: Repression and Resistance in a 19th Century City. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1993). For Peru see, Carlos Aguirre, The Criminals of Lima and Their 
Worlds: The Prison Experience, 1850-1935 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005). My 
understandings of the way that space and stigmatization are linked have been influenced by Pablo 
Piccato, City of Suspects: Crime in Mexico City 1900-1931(Durham: Duke University Press, 
2001), 34-45 and Alexandra Mina Stern “Nationalism on the Line: Masculinity, Race, and the 
Creation of the U.S. Border Patrol, 1910-1940,” in Continental Crossroads: Remapping U.S. 
Borderlands History eds. Samuel Truett and Elliot Young (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2004), 299-324. 
My understanding of the power of the government to stigmatize a population by ignoring it was 
influenced by, Nara B. Milanich.  “The Children of Fate: Families, Class, and the State in Chile, 
1857--1930.” ( Ph.D. Dissertation, Yale University, 2002.) 
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The two chapters then move on to illuminate living conditions in Buenos Aires. 

Census records detail population density, the number of people who had street 

lighting, indoor plumbing, sewers and garbage removal. They also explore 

population density, literacy rates, infant mortality and school enrollment in 

different barrios. 

Because the history of Buenos Aires is tied intimately to the development 

of municipal and federal institutions, both chapters then use the Buenos Aires 

police department, La Policía de la Capital, to examine the effects modernizing 

project had on state apparatuses. Both chapters utilizes articles from La Revista de 

la Policía, a police department-issued periodical, and correspondence between the 

police department and the Minister of the Interior to illustrate how the police 

transformed from a small force overrun by patronage to a professional 

department.16 

After reviewing the institutional development of La Policía de la Capital, 

the chapters juxtapose statistical information on police precincts with data about 

population distribution to examine how the police allocated its personnel and that 

distribution’s subsequent affect on the city and its residents. The final sections 

examine rates of arrest in each district of Buenos Aires and the affect these 

apprehensions had on stigmatizing different spaces. Statistical bulletins that police 

                                                 
16 The police department began publishing La Revista de la Policia in 1888 and made it 
mandatory reading for all of its employees.  
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chiefs submitted to the Minister of the Interior included information regarding the 

age, civil status, nationality, occupation of each person arrested as well as the 

outcome of each apprehension. 17   

The report’s conclusion hypothesizes about the correlations between 

Argentine’s elites' ideas of modernity and the development of special inequality in 

Buenos Aires. It explores ways that the marks of crime transferred from poor 

areas to the people who inhabited them and investigates how urban decay became 

naturalized in the first half of the twentieth century. Many residents of Buenos 

Aires continue to use to same justifications of unequal development to explain the 

maintenance of inequality in Buenos Aires today as they did at the turn of the 

century.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 In 1887, the police precincts corresponded with the city’s electoral districts. However, by 1910 
the city had divided each of its electoral districts into a series of police precincts. Therefore, 
matching them up to electoral districts required examining the descriptions of the perimeters of 
each police precinct to place it within the different electoral districts. Then comparing the data for 
the combined police precincts that make up the electoral district 
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Chapter 1:  Public Resources, the Police and Crime in a Walking 
City 

Chapter 1:  

Social Geography of a Walking City 

Centuries of growth had established clear settlement patters in Buenos 

Aires by 1887. Since the 1536 founding of Buenos Aires, the few blocks 

surrounding the Plaza de Mayo were at the commercial, bureaucratic and cultural 

center of the city. Although Buenos Aires began to grow after Argentina won its 

freedom from Spain, a series of seemingly endless Civil Wars stymied 

metropolitan development between 1821 and 1880. Despite its longstanding 

importance, Buenos Aires remained small, only two miles in radius into the 

1880s. Map 1.0 shows the space legally under the jurisdiction of the new federal 

capital, a mere portion of what it would later become. 18 

A review of where porteños lived as well as the sites of government, 

industry and commerce in 1887 Buenos Aires reveals the downtown served as a 

central hub containing the most wealth and the city’s highest seats of government, 

                                                 
18 For information about the Civil Wars and political negotiations that resulted in Buenos Aires 
becoming a federalized capital of Argentina, see Rock, David. Argentina 1516-1987: From 
Spanish Colonization to Alfonsin (Berkley: University of California Press, 1987), 120-133, 154-
159. Scobie, Argentina: A City and a Nation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 102-
112; Jonathan Brown, A Brief History of Argentina, (New York; Facts on File Inc., 2004) 74-76.   
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commerce and industry. However, because the capital lacked transportation 

networks, smaller community centers grew up outside of the downtown, in the 

periphery. In each district, these smaller centers had their own nuclei of 

commerce, culture and manufacturing. Patronage networks built on residential 

proximity mediated relations between the rich and poor.  

Figure 1.0 Buenos Aires 1887 

 

 
The downtown a half-mile strip containing electoral districts 1-6, 14 and 

16, was a particularly important center of politics as the power of both local and 

national authority radiated out from the few blocks surrounding the Plaza de 
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Mayo. The highest ranks of the city and the nation’s government congregated 

here. Through the 1880s, Argentina’s Presidents went to work each day next to 

the Plaza de Mayo.19 

Figure 1.1 Buenos Aires Districts 1887 

 

Not only Argentine Presidents, but elected officials, also concentrated in 

Buenos Aires’ central districts. Representatives selected and appointed from each 

of the nation’s provinces met feet away in the congressional building. A city’s 

                                                 
19 In 1887, the center of the city contained districts 1-6 as well as 14-16. By 1909, the city had 
been redistricted and the same area of land had contained only districts 12-14. 
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intentende, or mayor, and the Consejo Deliberante, City Council issued their 

orders from just a few blocks away.20 

 A close proximity between local and national administration buildings 

was a functional necessity as they shared a number of overlapping jurisdictions. 

Municipal leaders operated some of Buenos Aires’ public services, such as 

garbage collection, installing pipes for running water, sanitation and street 

lighting. The federal government regulated funds to maintain streetlights and gas 

lines, issue construction permits and controlled the police department.21  

The city center was also the epicenter local, national and international 

commerce. One example of this supremacy was that both the Central Argentine 

Railroad and Buenos Aires Pacific Railroad, connected to docks blocks north of 

the Plaza de Mayo. As exports went to the ports, the resulting commercial 

enterprises developed in a half-mile strip that ran parallel to the river. By 1888, 

eighty-two of eight-eight of the city’s firms with over 330,000 pesos insured 

capitals, Argentina’s stock exchange and all fourteen of Buenos Aires’ banks 

stood within one kilometer of the Plaza de Mayo.22  

                                                 
20 For overlapping powers of the municipality and federal government, see Sargent, Spatial 
Evolution, 31-32, 53-55. How national and local politics worked see Scobie, Argentina, 90, 146, 
195-198. Walter, Politics and Urban Growth, 29-31. Rock, Argentina, 160-164. For overlapping 
powers of the municipality and federal government, see Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 31-32, 53-55. 
 
21 Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 53-55. 
 
22 For “War of the Desert” and settling the pampas see, Scobie, Argentina, 90, 146 Rock, 
Argentina, 147-149. Brown, Brief History, 72-73, 78. For the development of railroads Scobie, 
Argentina, 109, 113-114, Rock, Argentina 145-146. Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 19-24, 45-46 and 
Hopkins, A.G. “Informal Empire in Argentina: An Alternative View.” In Journal of Latin 
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The block surrounding the Plaza de Mayo also contained the 

preponderance of the city’s nascent manufacturing sector. Industry developed 

slowly in Argentina. Despite tariffs on imported goods, local products were more 

expensive, had lower quality and lacked the prestige of European imports. This 

prevented the development of extensive manufacturing sectors like in New York 

City and Chicago. What little large-scale production occurred in meatpacking, 

slaughterhouses and textiles, congregated to the north and south of the city. 

However, four-fifths of production in Buenos Aires was manufactured in small-

scale factories and shops employing between one and seven people. Three-

quarters of these shops were located in a one-mile radius of the Plaza de Mayo.23  

Just as government agents, bankers and small producers congregated 

downtown, so did the majority of the capital’s population. In 1887, forty-eight 

percent of porteños resided in the city center. Day laborers and the capital’s 

wealthiest residents lived within a short walking distance. Crowded conventillas, 

tenement-style apartment buildings, and marble mansions stood just blocks apart. 

The rich remained close to the centers of business, commerce and government. 

Poorer residents lived in the center zones because rental properties had not yet 

                                                                                                                                     
American Studies 26, No. 2 (May, 1994): 469-484. Concentration of banks and commercial 
enterprises in city see, Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 22-23; Scobie, Argentina, 196-198. 
 
23 Descriptions of the development of manufacturing in Buenos Aires see Munck, Ronald. 
“Cycles of Class Struggle and the Making of the Working Class in Argentina,  19-22; Moya, 
Cousins and Strangers, 126-127, 209, 215-217. Rock, Argentina, 152-155. Scobie, Buenos Aires, 
24, 64, 196-197, 244.  
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begun to develop outside of the city and the lack of cheap transportation made job 

proximity a critical component of deciding where to live.24 

Although the blocks surrounding the Plaza de Mayo dominated the urban 

landscape, by 1880 other smaller centers had begun to develop within the city 

limits. A greenbelt of sparsely populated lots and farms surrounded the 

downtown. Beyond this unoccupied zone lay a series of less populous community 

centers. These areas linked closely to the downtown. They fell under the political 

jurisdiction of the capital and used the city center to link to international and 

national commerce. However, local patrons dominated social relations and many 

people worked in local small-scale agriculture, manufacturing or commerce. 

The southern barrios of La Boca, Barracas and San Telmo were 

particularly emblematic of the periphery. Three kilometers south of the city 

center, the port of La Boca had fostered growth in the towns of La Boca and La 

Barracas. By 1887, they contained a combined population of 32,413 people.  

A mixture of dependence and autonomy marked the relationship between 

these towns and the downtown. While La Boca and La Barracas were independent 

towns with their own mayors, the federal government put them under the 

jurisdiction of Buenos Aires. Local elites negotiated with the city center for 

supplements to their budget. They also made completing claims to the taxes 

                                                 
24 Statistics on where people live comes from Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887, 
76. Description of the central market at Constitución comes from Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 19-
20. Although his emphasis lies with spatial segregation by ethnicity, the lack of spatial segregation 
in the early city is noted in Moya, Cousins and Strangers, 146-147. Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 29. 
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generated by La Boca’s port and insisted that the federal government help deal 

with problems such as flooding and outbreaks of yellow fever. These villages 

contained Buenos Aires less desirable institutions. La Boca had an industrial 

character given that it housed the city’s slaughterhouses and meatpacking plants. 

It also contained the graveyard and the hospitals where the city’s poor went to die. 

Buenos Aires’ dump lay to the west of La Boca in the village of Barracas.25 26 

These towns contained people from all of Buenos Aires’ social classes. La 

Boca’s port offered opportunities for employment ranging from international 

trade and commerce, to boarding house owners and sailors. The export trade out 

of La Boca and the immigrants coming in from the port fostered the development 

of a small class of urban professionals such as doctors, lawyers and businessmen 

in these areas. They lived alongside recently arriving immigrants who sought out 

employment opportunities in nascent meat packing plants or awaited transport 

into the countryside for migrant farm work. Instead of seeking employment in the 

city center, most of these residents found employment in the local industries. 

While La Boca and La Barracas had grown in parallel to Buenos Aires’ 

core for decades, a growing number of immigrants in the 1870s fostered growth 

of other residential areas. Regions to the west of the greenbelt, such as San 

Cristobal (district 9) and Balvanera (district 10), saw rapid increases in population 

                                                                                                                                     
 
25 Description of La Boca and Barracas comes from Scobie, Buenos Aires, 19, 40, 51, 92, 100. 
Percy Martin., Through Five Republics (London 1905), 34-37. 
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between 1867 and 1880. In Balvanera, the population increased by over ten-

thousand percent in these years.27 

  Virtually unsettled with a population density of only eight people per 

hectare in 1867, Balvanera attracted a mix of residents. Some rich porteños 

wanted space to construct expansive estates. Other residents could not afford to 

own property in the center, but did not want to rent. In Balvanera, large 

landowners sold off small parcels of their land to poorer citizens who paid it off in 

installments.28  

A number of economic and financial practices brought residents in 

western districts together. Until the turn of the century, when banks became 

increasingly willing to make private loans to people without land, renting or 

purchasing land occurred at a personal level. People negotiated directly with local 

landowners to gain temporary or permanent access to land. They paid over time, 

sometimes in cash, but usually with their labor or produce. Even those who 

squatted on the periphery of large land holdings interacted with proprietors who 

might overlook their intrusion in exchange for labor. Moreover, central plazas 

occupied the centers of these districts. There communities built churches, where 

the rich and poor came together in worship and the clergy encouraged deference 

to social superiors and acts of charity. Finally, while the power of regional 

                                                                                                                                     
26 Debates over resources evidenced in Walters, 11-12, 34 
27 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887, 39, 76.  Juan José Sebreli, Buenos Aires vida 
cotidiana y  alineación (Ediciones Siglo Viente: Buenos Aires) 1964. 33-52. 
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strongmen may have been on the decline in national politics, neighborhoods still 

felt the presence of local strongmen since they were unable to vote, the poor 

expressed their concern over local politics and taxes through their allegiance to 

nearby patrons. 

New neighborhoods in the north of Buenos Aires also lived connected to, 

but relatively independent from, the city center. In 1880, these areas lacked public 

transportation to the Plaza de Mayo. The regions, therefore, developed their own 

smaller centers of commerce and community. While elites in places like Belgrano 

could afford private transportation to the center of the city, they, like the majority 

of residents bought most of their goods in local shops. Many people lived and 

worked in these regions, rarely leaving for the core.  

Northern barrios also contained a diversity of residents, including a 

number of ethnic enclaves. For example, a congregation of Hungarian settlers 

made their homes in the 17th district, Palermo. Making their living from small-

scale agriculture and local trade, they rarely traveled to the city center. Instead, 

many performed seasonal migrant work on the pampas, connecting the area more 

directly to the rural interior than to the downtown a few miles away.29  

In 1887, Buenos Aires was comprised of a core and a series of peripheral 

hubs where affluent and impoverished residents lived in close proximity. The 

                                                                                                                                     
28 One hectre is approximately 2.47 acres. 
29 Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 22-26.  
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smaller communities in the fringes replicated the composition of the city center 

with small-scale industry and commercial centers. The propinquity between rich 

and poor residents would strongly influence the relationship between the state and 

its citizens, particularly the way that municipal and federal officials distributed 

public resources.  

Public Resources through Patronage: 
In the 1880s, the oligarchy’s liberal economic policies and focus on 

foreign commerce stymied the growth of city infrastructure. Liberal intellectuals, 

later named the Generation of 1880, believed that national uplift and prosperity 

was dependant on Argentina’s integration in the Atlantic markets. Therefore, the 

majority of their expenditures to increases exports. Because much of the 

oligarchies wealth was tied to this international trade, they supported this 

allocation. With modest taxes on important exports and income, and consequently 

small federal and municipal budgets, government legislatures had little money to 

the leftover for the development of public works that did not directly facilitate the 

exportation of grains and livestock. For example, while the city spent almost 

twenty-eight million gold pesos dredging the ports of La Boca to allow for larger 

ships, they made virtually no attempts to prevent flooding in the low-lying areas 

in La Boca, Recoleta or Baraccas.30  

                                                 
30 For a description of Argentina politics during the 1880s and The Generation of 1880, see Rock, 
Argentina, 146-152, Walter, Politics of Urban Growth, 11-13. 
At the time, one gold peso was the equivalent of one dollar or four English shillings. 
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The oligarchy’s attempts to please international investors also prevented 

the federal government from intervening with foreign companies to advocate on 

citizen's behalf. This was particularly evident with British owned transportation 

companies. British railroad companies, such as the Central Argentina Railroad 

and Anglo-Argentine Company, laid hundreds of miles of train tracks from the 

provinces to the city of Buenos Aires. However, almost none of these lines made 

stops in the city limits. Despite frequent complaints about the lack of public 

transportation in the capital, these companies refused to open their trains to 

commuter transport. Likewise, prior to 1914, the government refused to enter into 

tough negotiations with foreign owned companies over the prohibitory high price 

of trolley fares. Through the nineteenth century, the cost of public transportation 

made it accessible to most working class porteños.31 

Despite the slow growth of local improvement projects, there were some 

programs to pave streets, install sewers and mount streetlights. An examination of 

how the city put these plans into action provides insights into community relations 

and experiences of inequality. The predominance of patronage networks, foreign 

interventionism and corruption within the federal and municipal government 

prohibited the expansion of public benefits. Moreover, corruption made these 

                                                                                                                                     
 
31 Descriptions of urban planning in 1880s see Scobie, Buenos Aires. While Scobie describes 
urban growth as a somewhat apolitical process, movements towards modernization Walter, 
Politics and Urban Growth, illuminates how public works became one of the central arenas 
around which political debates took place later in the twentieth century. Descriptions of 
development of railroads and ports see also Hopkins, “Informal Empire in Argentina,” 469-474. 
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projects costly and their results substandard. For example, in 1892 the municipal 

government paid over 964 pesos to have three blocks of street paved in La Boca. 

They over extended their budget for this project by more than five hundred pesos.  

At first glance, it seems that public works projects suffered from both 

corruption and a complete lack of government oversight or planning. Paving, 

streetlights, sewers and garbage removal did not extend steadily from the 

downtown out to the periphery. Instead, they emerged in small enclaves though 

the city.  

However, when considering the social development of Buenos Aires –with 

the concentration of people in the city center and independent cores in the 

periphery—the installation of public works projects follow a distinguishable 

pattern. In the years leading up to 1880s, local patrons brought city resources into 

communities in the outskirts. In 1882, the city began to pave the streets 

surrounding the Plaza de Mayo. Streets surrounding the Plaza de Once, Plaza 

Constitución, the port of La Boca, Plaza Herrera in Barracas, Plaza Lavalle and 

Parque Lezama—all the centers of the outer districts—soon followed. Likewise, 

the nucleus of the city first got streetlights, running water and garbage collection.  

Local elites were critical in securing resources for peripheral communities. 

Patrons in La Boca and Barracas were also able to push for streetlights and 

garbage collection then went out to peripheral centers. Many occupants paid to 
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expand water and sewage pipes from the city center to the periphery themselves. 

Once those the main pipelines were installed the city provided services to the 

nearby community. Through connections with affluent residents, much of the 

population obtained the services in the city core and the smaller neighborhood 

centers of the communities that dotted the periphery. 

Porteños also shared the absence of resources. The best example of this 

was the flooding that hit low lying areas of the city. The banks of the Rio de la 

Plata in the north and the Riachuelo in the south frequently flooded La Boca 

Barracas, Recoleta and Palermo. The government did nothing to alleviate this 

problem and elites and the urban poor felt the effects. Likewise, elites in 

Balvanera were able to secure street lighting around La Plaza Once, but shared the 

lack of garbage removal with the rest of the community. Rural areas away from 

community centers lacked city services. However, the lower population density 

made the lack of services less unsanitary.32  

Despite rampant corruption and inefficiency in the development of 

transportation networks and public works, the allocation of resources was 

relatively equitable. Just as there was no clear spatial division between the rich 

and poor, there were no blue zones or brown zones. Because each area combined 

a diverse array of residents and a limited amount of public works, no part of the 

                                                 
32 Brief discussion of public services in Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 14-15, 31-33. Description of 
frequent flooding in these areas sees Scobie, Buenos Aires, 40, 51. Information on how Buenos 
Aires grew to include one downtown core and many peripheral centers see stats and maps 
included in Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887.  
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city was stigmatized. The development and distribution of security forces in 

Buenos Aires provides an ideal example of how settlement patterns and social 

relationships affected the allocation of nascent public resources.33 

La Policía de la Capital: A Federal Institution in a Growing City 
Buenos Aires’ social geography and limited public services also made the 

police department corrupt, inefficient and heavily influenced by local elites. 

Personal interests dominated the institution and it remained largely unresponsive 

to popular demands. Under the oligarchy, three main characteristics marked the 

police department. First, patronage networks controlled the force, limiting 

officers’ commitment to the rule of law. Second, despite the government’s 

willingness to pay policemen, they were unable to attract career officers. Finally, 

police officers had large and multiple responsibilities.  

Police Chiefs and their commissioners based appointments and 

promotions on personal relationships and patronage. The Chief of Police usually 

received his position due to his relationship with The Minister of the Interior. The 

importance of patronage networks extended down the police department’s chain 

of command as Police Chiefs appointed friends and family members, who had no 

experience, to positions as Precinct Commissioners. After obtaining their 
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appointments, those commissioners who did not maintain the favor of Police 

Chiefs found themselves unemployed or unable to obtain department funds. 34   

Likewise, street cops had to cater to higher-ranking officers. For example, 

in 1888, the newly appointed commissioner of the twelfth district fired all seven 

of the lieutenants in his precinct. He explained that he could not trust them as their 

loyalty lay with the old commissioner. He appointed seven new lieutenants, men 

who never worked in the police force, but who had served with him in his infantry 

division of the army. Patronage networks cut off upward mobility to lower 

ranking officers who lacked these personal connections.35   

Patron-client relationships had serious affects on how officers conducted 

themselves. Fights between divisions of the police plagued the department. A 

common example occurred in 1899 when three men accused of burglary crossed 

from the seventh into the third precinct. Officers from both precincts worked 

together to apprehend the suspects. This cooperation broke down when it came 

time to bring the thieves into custody. Men from the seventh precinct prevented 

officers from the third district from bringing the suspects to their precinct’s 

                                                 
34 Back round of Cheifs of Police see, Leopoldo López, Reseña Historia de la Policía en Buenos 
Aires (Buenos Aires: Imprenta y Encuadernación de la Policía, 1911): Francisco L. Romay, 
Historia de la Policía Federal Argentina, 5 vols. (Buenos Aires: Bibliotheca Policía, 1963-1966). 
vol 2, 45. Police officers’ previous experience with Paraguayan War see Policía de la Capital, 
Memoria, 1885, 64. Police officers training tier squadrons with the military see, Policía de la 
Capital, La Revista de la Policía, Jan 13, 1888, 7, March 12, 1889, April 3, 1891. and 
Kalmanowieki, “Military Power and Policing in Argentina 1900-1955” 87-89.   
 
35 Memoria, 1888, 23 
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watch-house; they insisted that they should receive credit for bringing the crime to 

justice. The men came to blows and the cops fought in the street.36  

Just as oligarchic rule encouraged corruption and inefficiency in the 

expansion of roads and sewers, a lack of public responsibility encouraged police 

officers to carry out their superiors’ orders with minimal regard for either the rule 

of law or service to the community. The rhetoric permeating police department 

publications encouraged officers not to see themselves as public servants, but 

rather guards against unruly masses. It proclaimed, “Officers should prevent 

crime through the most severe means necessary.”37 An 1898 article stated, “A 

fear of the police will drive men prone to idleness to toil as they should.”38 By 

depicting their employees as a force against disruptive crowds, officials justified 

policemen use of illegal and frequently brutal tactics for apprehending suspects.  

La Policía de la Capital’s low budget also hindered its professionalism. 

Through the 1880s, the Minster of the Interior only allotted enough money for the 

force to hire 1,793 employees. The department was nonetheless unable to fill all 

of its posts. This was primarily due to police officers’ low salaries. Regular 

policemen earned salaries of thirty-five pesos per month –less than of a skilled 

                                                 
36 These men were chastised inPolicía de la Capital, La Revista de la Policía de la Capital, July 
10, 1899. 
 
37 Juan Carlos Rebello, Manuel del mumariante de policia (Buenos Aires: Policía Federal  1888), 
14.  
 
38 Policía de la Capital, La Revista de la Policía de la Capital, July 14, 1898. Hereafter, referred to 
as La Revista. 
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laborer. Those employees the police did attract were frequently illiterate and 

many had criminal records. The department had a hard time maintaining even 

those employees. Every year, opportunities to work in the harvests in the pampas 

pulled over five-hundred officers away from the city, leaving the department with 

vacancies.39  

The wide array of duties assigned to the police department also 

undermined its efficiency. Officers had to be public health workers, border patrol 

and animal control. Police administrators expected their employees to monitor 

prostitutes, enforce sanitation regulations, interview suspects, screen immigrants 

and file police reports. They were also supposed to regulate taverns, protect 

private property, spy on anarchist groups, control riots, collect tariffs, settle 

domestic fights and find new homes for abandoned or orphaned juveniles. Each 

officer was expected to learn all of these duties. The same men who usually spent 

their shifts collecting tariffs or investigating sanitation complaints attempted to 

investigate homicides or control riots. Despite these overwhelming duties, police 

officers received no formal training. As a result, few learned the duties the police 

department assigned them or the laws they were supposed to enforce. 40 

                                                                                                                                     
 
39 Memorias, December 29, 1901, 1904.  
 
40 Descriptions of officer’s duties comes from Leopoldo Lopez, Reseña Historica de la Policia en 
Buenos Aires (Buenos Aires: Imprenta y Encuadernación de la Policía, 1911) and repeated 
references in  La Revista de la Policía.  
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Attempting to perform a laundry list without institutional support or 

familiarity with the law, officers walked a precarious line between maintaining 

positive relationships with their superiors and with the communities they 

patrolled. While some officers sought promotions through patronage, others 

turned to community members for assistance. For example, many illiterate 

policemen asked bystanders to record witness statements. Watchmen on patrol 

alone relied on local residents to help apprehend violent offenders. Finally, since 

local patrons employed private security forces, officers frequently had to mediate 

punishment or arrest with local landholders. Because La Policía de la Capital 

lacked bureaucratic infrastructure and standardized procedures, policemen rarely 

performed state assigned duties. Instead, they concentrated on the whims of their 

superiors, the needs of the community or the desires of local patrons.41  

 Through the end of the nineteenth-century, the police department 

remained highly unorganized, prone to corruption and unresponsive to public 

demands. Few people believed that it upheld the law or served the needs of the 

city’s residents and many argued that the metropolis suffered from crime. 

However, the police were uniformly bad. Their ties to local strongmen or 

                                                 
41 The lack of bureaucratic infrastructure is referenced most directly in Chief of Police Ramon 
Falcon’s attempts to fix the police department. Another description of the direct relationships 
between the Police Chiefs and all of the police commissioners comes from Lopez, Reseña 
Historica de la Policia en Buenos Aires 110, 118. An 1893 report to the Minister of the Interior 
grumbled that police officers sometimes needed to ask witnesses, complainants or even offenders 
to write out police reports for them. Memorias, December 26, 1893. Articles references mediation 
with local patrons are from La Revista, July 12, 1891: La Revista, May 1, 1893. 
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dependence on community assistance frequently made individuals, if not the 

institution as a whole, responsive to local needs. Moreover, the distribution of 

police officers and arrests through the city gave each part of the city equal access 

to the poor security services, prohibiting any one area from becoming particularly 

emblematic of crime or disorder.  

La Policía de la Capital’s Allocation of Security Forces throughout the City: 
The oligarchy’s refusal to fund the police department adequately created 

an inefficient and corrupt police department more concerned with pleasing 

supervisors than a commitment to the law. However, no area of the city was 

marked as particularly crime ridden. While newspapers commented a general 

sense of unease, they did not portray the city as crime ridden or dangerous. 

Considering the police department’s institutional development, in the context of 

the city’s social geography reveals that although the police department remained 

inefficient it distributed its resources –incompetent as they were—evenly through 

the city.  

As with public resources, the distribution of affluent residents in all 

districts of the city resulted in the equal allocation of officers. La Policía de la 

Capital assigned its patrolmen almost evenly throughout the city. In 1887, the 

quantity of police officers in the first precinct almost tripled the number of street-

officers in the 21st. However, this number of police officers corresponded to the 
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areas’ population. In 1887, sixteen of the twenty districts had on average of 

between 460 and 509 police officers per capita.42 

Figure 1.3 Police Precincts in 1887 

 

Local elites ensured that each district had some police officers. In 1890, a 

man from Flores wrote to the Minister of the Interior demanding an increase in 

                                                 
42 Statistics on police distribution in 1887 come from a combining information in Buenos Aires, 
Censo General de Población, 1887, 39, 76 which provides the areas population and square 
hectares with records in Policía de la Capital, La Revista de la Polícia de la Capital, March 13, 
1888 which provide information on the number of cadets and lieutenants stationed in each of the 
city’s precincts. 
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the number of men assigned to his neighborhood.43 Two years later, another man, 

Benjamin Gabal Aslin, addressed the police chief as cousin and asked him to 

assign police officers to the local pulquiera, or neighborhood tavern. He 

complained that the noise and fighting from the establishment kept him up at 

night and scared his wife.44 Moreover, local elites successfully petitioned for 

security forces that were well acquainted with the residents and interests of the 

area. A man from Barracas wrote to the Police Chief in 1888, to recommend three 

of his farmhands for employment on the force.45  

Some districts broke from the pattern of even distribution and contained 

an abundance or a scarcity of officers. The 11th district had an abnormally low 

number of police officers, averaging about 706 officers per capita. This can 

perhaps be explained by the area’s population boom. While the city as a whole 

grew at an average of 2417% between 1867 and 1887, the population in the 10th 

district had increased by 10,909 %. In contrast, the barely settled 12th district had 

the opposite situation. It contained very few officers –only thirteen. However, this 

gave it an average of one officer per 280 people. A single proprietor, Enrique 

Soliques owned much of the land in this area. Likely, those thirteen officers 

                                                 
43 This letter was included in Letter Minister of the Interior to Police Chief, April 12, 1882. 
Escritos de la Ministerio de la Interior June 1888-Febuary 1899 .Archivo General de la Nacion; 
44This letter was included in Letter Police Chief to Minister of Interior, June 6, 1886. Escritos de 
la Ministerio de la Interior June 1888-Febuary 1899 .Archivo General de la Nacion 
45This letter included in request for promotion for Angel Ramirez from Police Chief to  Minister 
of the Interior to Police Chief, April , 1889. The letter was apparently successful as Angel Ramirez 
received the position and four years later was going up for promotion to commissioner. 

 36



worked in close proximity to this landlord and private security forces bolstered 

their high numbers. Residents in areas of rapid transition or those whose lands 

were held by a single landowner had different relationships with the police and 

the municipal and federal government.46 

Each precinct also shared similar patterns in the location of police 

precincts. These police headquarters were situated in the most densely populated 

areas of each ward. For example, the district 1st precinct was located just two 

blocks north of Plaza de Mayo. Likewise, in district six, the police station 

occupied the south side of Plaza Once, near the center of the community. While 

residents outside of population centers lacked access to police department 

resources, they also had lived in areas that were more rural and scarcely 

populated.47 

Despite some slight variance in how many officers the department 

allocated to different barrios, officers tended to arrest similar suspects. Through 

the 1880s, police officers were most likely to identify poor and immigrant men as 

criminals. In 1887, laborers, who comprised seventy-four percent of the 

population, comprised eighty-nine percent of arrests. Moreover, they comprised 

                                                 
46 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887, 34. ; Policía de la Capital, La Revista de la 
Polícia de la Capital. 
 
47 The location of each of the cites precincts comes from Luis Jorje Garcia, Historical de la 
Policía de la Capital, 122. 
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ninety-three percent of arrests for crimes other than crimes against morality. 

While no nationality was significantly over represented, people who had been in 

the country for less than ten years constituted forty-eight percent of arrests, 

despite only comprising thirty-one percent of the population. Police officers also 

showed a resistance to arresting female suspects. In no year between 1883 and 

1893 did women of any class comprise more than nine percent of arrests. Despite 

police officer’s tendency to arrest members of the working class, arrests of the 

poor occurred evenly through the city. 48  

When apprehended, poor and immigrant men also received less leniency 

in their punishment. Officers had the choice of letting suspects go, fining them or 

booking them for arrest. While the statistics do not reveal differences in severity 

of crime—stealing forty pesos or one thousand, striking a man once or belting 

him multiple times—in general, police officers were prone to book working-class 

and immigrant men. Suspects who claimed professional occupations were the 

least likely to be booked –only seventeen percent—except in cases of violent 

crime, such as assault with a weapon or murder.49 

                                                 
48 The police department kept records for each precinct on the age, nationality, occupation, time in 
city, marital status of each arrestee in statistical bulletins, Departamento de Policía de Buenos 
Aires. Policía de la Capital. Boletín Mensual de Estadística, January 1888, 14.  They also 
recorded the punishment given out by age, nationality and occupation. 
 
49 Departamento de Policía de Buenos Aires. Policía de la Capital. Boletín Mensual de 
Estadística, January 1888, 16, 21. 
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If different precincts of the police department demonstrated some 

consistency in terms of their work force, they showed an even more marked 

similarity in their overall inefficiency. The force recorded how many complains 

were made in different precincts each year and how may resulted in the 

apprehension of a suspect. The police department’s ability to make arrest based 

off community complains was low throughout the entire city. In the 3rd district, 

about forty-nine percent of complaints resulted in arrests between 1886 and 1895. 

In the oldest part of the city, district 1, it fluctuated between fifty percent in 1886 

to fifty-two percent in 1895. As the 10th district, population expanded arrest rates 

lingered around forty-seven percent.50 

Because the police department showed a relative equality in their 

responsiveness to community complaints, porteños showed an equal willingness 

to report crime. On average, one out of every 2276 residents of the city made a 

complaint to the police department in 1887. In fifteen of the city’s twenty police 

districts, an average of one of 2169 and 2380 of residents denounced 

misdemeanors at the police precinct. Porteños were equally motivated to bring 

their complaints to the police department instead of seeking retribution. Four of 

the five precincts who fell outside the 2169-2380 range, were in the most rural 

                                                 
50 Efficiency rates were recorded in as the number of complaints made, the number solved, the 
number resulting in arrest and the number resulting in conviction for each precinct in the reports 
they turned into the Minster of the Interior each year recorded in Departamento de Policía de 
Buenos Aires. Policía de la Capital. Boletín Mensual de Estadística. They were also sporadically 
published in La Revista de la Policia. 
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areas of the city, suggesting that here people had other ways of dealing with 

complaints. Large landowners dominated these parts of the capital. As historian, 

Juan Manuel R. Palacio has argued about the province of Buenos Aires, occupants 

of rural areas frequently depended on relationships with large landowners and 

their private security forces to prevent crime or enforce order.51  

The same patronage networks that characterized oligarchic rule in 

Argentina mediated the allocation and function of security services. Federal and 

municipal authorities invested little effort in improving the sanitation or safety of 

its residents. Corruption and inefficiency plagued those public institutions that the 

government did establish. However, because the social geography allowed for 

close contact between rich and poor residents, the majority of porteños received 

equal access to these limited resources, thereby preventing any one area from 

becoming overrun with crime or disease. Moreover, it prevented porteños from 

identifying any one region as the sources of vice. This would change dramatically 

by 1910.  

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                     
 
51Departamento de Policía de Buenos Aires. Policía de la Capital. Boletín Mensual de 
Estadística, January 1888, 17 taken with reports of population from Buenos Aires, Censo General 
de Población, 1887, 34. .Juan Manuel R. Palacio, “Judges, Lawyers, and Farmers: Uses of Justice 
and the Circulation of Law in Rural Buenos Aires, 1900-1940” in Crime and Punishment in Latin 
America: Law and Society since Late Colonial Times, ed. Ricardo D. Salvatore,  Carlos Aguirre 
and Gilbert Joseph (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 83-112. 
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Chapter 2:  Public Resources, Police and Crime in a City Divided: 
Buenos Aires 1914 

Social Geography of the New Metropolis: 
By 1910, Buenos Aires’ economy and population had grown at 

unprecedented rates. The physical layout of Buenos Aires changed dramatically. 

The city almost doubled in physical size. The greenbelt, which had previously 

surrounded the urban center, vanished as houses roads and alleyways appeared in 

its place. Moreover, the population rose from 404,000 in 1887 to 1,222,728 in 

1909.  

After the dramatic population growth, the transformation of public 

transportation was the second most important impetus for changing settlement 

patterns in Buenos Aires at the turn of the century. Through the nineteenth 

century, the lack of affordable public transportation had limited connections 

between districts and created dissent among the urban populace. Traditionally the 

oligarchy had refused to take a tough line with the British owned trolley subway 

and train companies, allowing them to offer limited service at high prices. 

However, with the rising promises of democratic participation, the federal 

government began forcing transportation companies to hold their fares at a level 
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that made them affordable to the working class, ten centavos. They also fostered 

the growth of competition. By 1909, a number of local stops cut across the city. 

People and businesses alike could move around the city. It was these 

transportation networks that transformed Buenos Aires from a downtown with of 

series of outlying districts hubs to a unified city. Bringing the capital together, led 

radically altered porteños lives and the social geography of Buenos Aires. While 

previously each of the peripheral cores contained their own centers of commerce 

and small industry, by 1910, each part of the city developed specialized 

functions.52 

 As transportation networks increased mobility across the city, peripheral 

districts became linked more closely to the nucleus. This in turn decreased the 

prominence of community centers in places like Flores and Belgrano. Instead of 

having hubs of commerce, manufacturing and culture spread through the 

metropolis, each concentrated in one region. While manufacturing congregated in 

the south, middle class residents began to congregate in the northern barrios. 

Moreover, various neighborhoods experienced the process differently. Some 

barrios lost the elites who had previously convinced the government to provide 

service to the area. Others wealthier regions gained an abundance of municipal 

attention and resources. In all districts, however, neighborhood patronage 

networks, which had developed, and mediated local relations, lost prominence.   

                                                 
52 Population incease, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 74.  
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Figure 2.0 Buenos Aires in 1909  

 

The blocks surrounding the Plaza de Mayo remained a prestigious center 

of government, commerce and entertainment. In the two decades leading up to 

1910, the blocks surrounding the Plaza de Mayo had transformed into a testament 

of the metropolis’ refinement and progress. Architects had remodeled the 
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Presidential Palace, La Casa Rosada, at the center of the plaza. In 1889, urban 

designers demolished downtown structures and built a wide boulevard extending 

out westward from the plaza. By 1909, the Avenido de Mayo ran from east to 

west from La Casa Rosada to the newly opened National Congress Building. This 

broad avenue contained many of the Buenos Aires’ finest restaurants, the National 

Cathedral, City Hall and the lavish offices of two of the country’s leading 

newspapers La Nación and La Prensa. A few blocks away another famous 

thoroughfare, Calle Florida, offered luxurious shops and elegant mansions. 

Metropolis designers intended that the wide paved streets, marble buildings and 

spacious plazas would beautify the spaces elites inhabited and impress visitors 

with its beauty and sense of order.53  

The downtown also became an increasingly important center of 

international commerce and business. In 1882, the congress approved a plan to 

build a new modern port that could handle larger transatlantic streamliners. The 

plan initiated a project to build Puerto Madero, running north to south along the 

city center. The opening of the port in 1899 brought a fifty percent increase in the 

number of vessels and a doubling of tonnage entering and leaving Buenos Aires. 

By 1910, even the new port could not handle the 30,000 ships coming into the 

capital each year and municipal officials planned another farther north. Puerto 

                                                 
53 Description of the city center in 1909 come from Scobie, 24; Rock, Argentina,  122-126, 
Walter, Politics and Urban Growth, 12, 23 and Sergeant, Spatial Evolution, 60. 
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Nuevo opened in 1912. Moreover, the majority of large business and banking 

transactions took place in this region, as the 14th district comprised the major 

point of international commerce for the entire nation.54 

Although Buenos Aires’ nucleus remained the center of government, 

finance and culture, by 1909, it no longer contained a majority of the capital’s 

population. Districts in the city’s core, such as Concepción (district 12), 

Montserrat (district 13) and San Nicolas (district 14), did not grow as fast as the 

rest of the city. In the twenty-three years between censuses, the population of 

Buenos Aires as a whole grew by over 1200%. These three districts, however, 

experienced a population growth of only 333%.55 

The limited population growth in Buenos Aires’ downtown occurred 

primarily for two reasons. First, in order to build the wide avenues, stunning 

plazas and elegant halls of government that demarcated the core, planners 

demolished residential housing. During this process, low-cost housing fared the 

worst. While fifty-two tenement-style conventillos dotted the downtown in 1887, 

by 1910, there were only two. The new construction resulted in a dramatic 

increased cost of living in this part of the city, marked, for example, by a striking 

increase in the price of rents. By 1910, these districts had become the most 

expensive parts of the city to live. On average, apartments in Buenos Aires cost 

                                                 
54 Debates over building the ports and their subsequent effect on the city Scobie, 78-110. The 
commercial importance of the center see, Scobie 82-84. 
55 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909,  76. 
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approximately ninety-two pesos per month, yet rents in the core averaged 324 

pesos per month. Fifty-six percent of tenants in the city’s nucleus paid more than 

double that amount. Second, before the city had transportation networks, job 

proximity was a huge concern of most residents. Working class people had stayed 

in the city center, despite increased costs in living, in order to be close to their 

work. With the rise of tramways and trolleys, the proletariat could move to places 

with cheaper rents.56 

As the center of Buenos Aires lost affordable housing, it also lost 

diversity. By 1910, an increase in rental price, the availability of cheaper housing 

in other parts of the metropolis and improvements in public transportation pushed 

the majority of working class residents out to the city’s peripheries. Citywide, 

laborers comprised more than seventy-eight percent of the population. In the 12-

14th districts, the middle class comprised almost two-thirds of the population. 

Moreover, many of the people listed as working class were maids living in their 

employers’ homes. As Jose Moya has shown, many people who lived downtown 

were second-generation immigrants, making their living as small shopkeepers or 

white-collar workers. Professionals were more than eight times more likely to live 

in these zones than they were to live in the districts directly west or south. This 

                                                 
56 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909. 92. 
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dramatic transformation was repeated across the capital as each area developed 

distinctive characteristics. 57 

 Areas in the south, such as San Cristobal Sud, (district 2), Santa Lucia 

(district 3) and San Juan Evangelista (district 4) grew at a rapid rate and became 

increasingly working class. A number of developments undermined elites’ 

influences in the south of the city and encouraged them to relocate. First, the 

construction of new deep-water ports, in the north of the city, took business away 

from La Boca. Only small ships could dock in La Boca without getting stuck in 

the muddy riverbed and after 1903, the city ceased work to dredge it. The other 

ports could harbor larger ships and their close proximity to train stations made 

them more convenient for loading and unloading of goods. The former center of 

the southern city’s economy now only shipped grains for domestic consumption. 

Moreover, the construction of thoroughfares cutting east and west through the 

downtown, such as newly constructed Avenida de Mayo, cut off southern barrios 

from the economic prosperity of the north. The wide thoroughfares created 

physical and psychological barriers disconnecting the commerce and industry that 

had developed in La Boca and Barracas from the financial hubs now concentrated 

                                                 
57 For immigration see Moya, Cousins and Strangers, 167-170. Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909; Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76. 
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in the northern part of the city center. At the same time that the northern barrios 

prospered, the south’s economy crumbled.58 

With the loss of income from shipping, southern elites in the areas lost 

money and influence. Some companies moved north. Others converted 

warehouses into slaughterhouses, meat packing plants and textile factories. While 

merchant houses in the import export trade had allowed for the development of a 

middle class of small businessmen, these industries had fewer places for 

entrepreneurship and developing industries created noise, pollution and odor 

through the south of the capital. Factories frequently dumped their wastes into the 

river and slaughtering plants left unused carcasses outside in the heat of Buenos 

Aires’ summers. The smells and filth associated with these industries made the 

area a less desirable place to live and even those elites who businesses remained 

in the area relocated.59 

The decline of La Boca, Barracas and San Telmo’s commercial centers 

changed the spatial distribution of people around the city. By 1910, the class 

diversity that had marked these three districts had disintegrated. The mixing of 

                                                 
58 For the decline of La Boca see Scobie, Walter, Politics and Urban Growth, 68, 84 and 
Sergeant, Spatial Evolution, 62 
 
 
59 The detrimental affects Avenida de Mayo and the new ports had on the south of the city and La 
Boca in particular see, Scobie, Buenos Aires, 73-80 Sargent, Spatial Evolution 62; a forgien 
visitors description of these areas see, Lilian E Elliot, The Argentina of Today (London, 1926), 31. 
Carranza, Adolfo Argentinas (Buenos Aires, 1913). For discussion of the development of industry 
in the southern barrios of Buenos Aires see  Sargent, Spatial Evolution, 63-65 Scobie, Buenos 
Aires, 154-157, 211-214, Walter, Politics and Urban Growth, 9, 24. 
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elite, middle class and proletariat homes surrounding the central plazas was 

transformed into a confluence of industrial sites and crowded conventillos. Elites 

and middle class occupants, who had previously demanded government funds and 

attention to the areas, relocated. La Boca continued to provide jobs to some 

dockworkers, workers, particularly immigrants and migrants from the interior, 

who poured into the waterfront, driving the population of these three barrios to 

213,801. By 1910, a disproportionately large number of unskilled, male laborers 

lived in this area.60  

As the population increased and wealthy inhabitants abandoned southern 

barrios, the types of housing available also changed dramatically. Proprietors 

divided middle class homes into small apartments. Property-owners eager for 

profits and city officials worried about crowding in the rest of Buenos Aires built 

substandard tenements to house the growing populace. The population density in 

these areas skyrocketed from 149 per hectare in 1887 to 391 people per hectare in 

1910.61  

While the property value in southern barrios had compared favorably to 

those in the north in 1887, these sections now had apartments that charged the 

lowest rent in the city. In San Cristolbal Sud, more than ninety percent of the 

                                                 
60 For population growth Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76; For changes in 
occupation of residents souther barrios, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 89.   
 
 
61 Population denisity, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887, 37 
 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 77. 
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apartments had rents that were under the city average of ninety-two pesos. Almost 

sixty-four percent charged less than fifty pesos. Despite these lower costs, this 

region still had some of the most crowed residences of the city with parts of the 

2nd, 3rd and 4th districts averaging seven people in each room. The ward also had 

the least number of owner-occupied homes, about nineteen percent. Instead, small 

businesses and absentee landlords dominated these structures.62 

 As members of the middle class and urban elites made their way out of 

disease-ridden, polluted 8th-11th districts, many of them bypassed the rest of the 

waterfront and moved to the newly developing neighborhoods in the north. Zones 

such as Palermo (district 17), Pillar (district 19) and Socorro (district 20) became 

middle class and elite suburbs. The agriculture that had dominated these places in 

the 1880s began to mix with gridded blocks and fine stone homes.  

By 1910, the federal government and local elites had pushed many 

working class residents out of northern barrios. The government removed some of 

the poorer inhabitants of this area by refusing to acknowledge their claims to land 

they had occupied for decades. Others moved closer to the docks or more 

industrial parts of the city for work. Many pushed farther into the periphery of the 

city. Members of the middle class and elites took their place. While other well-off 

parts of the city, particularly those in the center, contained a number of Buenos 

                                                                                                                                     
 
62 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 92..  
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Aires’ immigrant middle class, the majority of people who lived in Palermo, Pillar 

and Socorro identified as Argentine.63 

While industrial plants and tenements filled the southern neighborhoods, 

northern barrios became residential havens. Expensive one-family homes on well-

cleaned streets mixed with meticulously planned plazas. Between the three 

districts, owners occupied an average of sixty-three percent of buildings. These 

were some of the richest zones of the metropolis. Landlords who leased out their 

homes could expect to receive an average of between 300 and 350 pesos per 

month in rent. They also had an abundance of space as these residences averaged 

less than one person per room. Some of the city’s most elite families broke from 

the traditional grid patterns of street construction and instead demanded that the 

city build cul-de-sacs to give their homes privacy.64  

The changes occurring in the north of the city stood in sharp contrast to 

those taking place in what had been the greenbelt surrounding the downtown. By 

1909, San Cristobal (district 8) Balvanera Oeste (district 9) Balvanera Sud 

(district 10) and Balvanera Norte (district 11) became the most densely populated 

areas of the city and home to crowded tenements. This area grew rapidly in the 

interim between censes. The population of places such as San Cristobal rose over 

                                                 
63Removal of poorer communities Scobie, 152; Nationality see Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909, 86.  
  
64 Removal of poorer communities Scobie, 152. Descriptions of rich neighborhoods, Scobie, 128-
132. Population density, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909.  100-101.  
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518% from 14,586 in 1887 to more than 78,246 in 1909. Both middle class and 

working class residents lived in these regions. Whereas some people the census 

listed as professionals owned homes, most residents rented. Landlords leased out 

a combination of single-family homes, residences that they had separated into 

multiple units and buildings up to thirteen floors high, some of which they filled 

with hundreds of people or a recorded average of seven inhabitants per room.65  

Walking west from waterfront into the streets of the 8th-11th districts gave 

visitors to Buenos Aires a picture of how quickly the capital was developing and 

reveal its growing inequality. The population in this area had reached 235,860 by 

1909. In the eastern parts of these zones, tall stone edifices had begun to replace 

clay and wood residences and new government buildings substituted family 

homes. Strolling west away from the downtown, wide, evenly paved streets gave 

way to narrow stone roads. While the eastern parts of these zones closely 

remembered the downtown, the crowed tenement districts that city planners had 

torn down in the city’s commercial districts appeared on the western edges of 

these regions. There, entire families or multiple households crowded into one or 

two room apartments. Laundry hung out of windows on ropes tied across the 

alleyways. During steamy summers, people slept on fire escapes, sat in doorways 

                                                 
65 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76. Population density, Buenos Aires, Censo 
General de Población, 1909, 92.   
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and talked on street corners, seemingly occupying every inch of outdoor space as 

they escaped their hot and unventilated apartments.66  

Likewise, the periphery of the city changed dramatically. Between 1887 

and 1909, the physical size of Buenos Aires had more than doubled as the city 

incorporated Valez Sarsfield (district 1) Flores (district 5) San Bernardo (district 

15) and Belgrano (district 16). These recently annexed regions made up almost 

sixty percent of the capital’s surface area. However, they comprised less than 

twenty percent of its population. The 1st district averaged only nine people per 

hectare. Likewise, the 15th and 16th sectors each had less than twenty-five people 

per hectare.67 

Despite their low population density, rapid growth quickly transformed 

zones on the city’s periphery. The growing populace and extension of railways 

settled, developed and transformed places that census takers had not even 

considered important enough to map out in 1887. As trolleys, more people and 

high rents moved in the surrounding districts, porteños began to relocate into 

these regions. In the five years between 1904 and 1909, the population of Valez 

Sarsfield more than doubled from 17,273 to 47,917. Peripheral areas experienced 

                                                 
66 Description see Scobie, 138, Carranza, Adolfo Argentinas (Buenos Aires, 1913), 114. 
 
67 How mucho of the city it comprised and population Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909, 76. For density, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 92.   
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the highest rates of population increase, but nonetheless remained less settled than 

the rest of the city.68 

The pattern of growth marking the outskirts of Buenos Aires resulted in 

the region’s unique character. Because of the lower population and distance from 

the economic and commercial core, land in this part of the city remained 

relatively inexpensive. Those people who were willing to trade long crowded train 

rides for more living space, those whose meager finances could not afford rent in 

other parts of the city and some who chose small farms to work in commerce and 

industry moved to the outskirts. Those who could obtain loans or save the money 

bought small plots of land. Others squatted on small tracks of land, building their 

homes with materials stolen for construction sites or scavenged from demolished 

buildings. Small farms and privately owned houses began to mix with hastily 

constructed shacks that held large extended families. Although this was one of the 

poorest wards of the city, many people in these districts owned their homes and 

the section contained one of the largest numbers of single-family residences. 

District 1 best suggests the predominance of this trend: although it was one of the 

city’s least populated districts, it contained almost ten percent of the city’s 

buildings. On average there were six people living in each building. While the 

                                                 
68 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76.. 
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poor in districts 8-11 lived in closer proximity to the homes and offices of the 

rich, residents on the outskirts of the city remained more independent.69  

By 1910, social geography of the city had changed dramatically. Small 

hubs in the south and the west of the city had lost their economic and cultural 

significance as well as their most affluent residents. As the city removed cheap 

housing from the downtown area and middle class and elite residents moved into 

their own neighborhoods, patterns for distributing public services changed.  

Public Services in the New Metropolis: 
 Changes in settlement between 1887 and 1909 had serious effects on how 

federal and municipal officials dealt out public resources. At the same time that 

Buenos Aires underwent rapid expansion in geographic size and population, the 

local and national government also expanded. Many members of the previously 

insular oligarchy saw institutional reform and the extension of public resources as 

best way to curb middle class opposition to their leadership and labor militancy. 

Moreover, growing prosperity increased the tax base and gave the nation more 

revenue and the financial solvency to expand services. As a result, federal and 

municipal authorities began extending public services through Buenos Aires.  

Just as each areas of the city experience demographic growth differently, 

they also obtained new public resources in diverse ways. In the downtown and 

                                                 
69 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1887; Description of living conditions and land 
parchases in the periphery see Scobie, 145, Moya, 155-169. 
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northern barrios, homes to the government business and the nation’s elite, well-lit 

boulevards and clean public parks replaced muddy streets and narrow alleyways. 

The residents there gained access to improved sewers, public lighting and regular 

garbage removal. In contrast, the southern and western segments, home to 

domestic industries and the city’s poor, became increasingly crowded and lacked 

the same benefits.  

The center of the city became the international face of Argentina. The 

concentration of wealth and influence in districts 12-14 encouraged government 

officials to allocate the best resources to this area. These wards boasted Buenos 

Aires’ nicest homes, hotels and restaurants, contained the metropolis’ best-

developed infrastructure and possessed the capital’s highest standards of living. 

These regions obtained escalating amount of federal and municipal resources in 

the 1900s, making them increasingly desirable places to live. The government 

instituted street cleaning and frequent garbage collection. They also maintained 

streetlights, extended and up kept sewers and installed indoor plumbing. 

Municipal statistics reported that almost ninety-five percent of the residents had 

hot water in their kitchens. All of them had indoor bathrooms. Federal officials 

also showed a commitment to local children as the area enjoyed the largest 

number of schools.70 

                                                 
70 Stats on hot water, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 128.  
 

 56



The high rates of municipal and federal services had real effects on 

porteños’ living conditions. Districts 12-14 had the lowest rates of death from 

cholera or yellow fever. Residents in this region also benefited from the most 

schools per capital. In these districts, more than ninety-six percent of the male 

population could read by 1909. Their children had among the highest rates of 

attendance in schools of anywhere in the city.71  

While richer areas of Buenos Aires received an abundant supply of public 

resources, municipal and federal officials ignored other regions. The divergent 

paths of development of districts 2-4 in the southern barrios near La Boca and 

those directly to the north of the city center, 18th-20th, provide particularly 

powerful examples of how city officials concentrated resources in the wealthy 

central and northern districts of the capital. 

In the 2nd-4th districts, southern elites’ declining influence, and their 

eventual northward migration, lessened the government’s incentive to build 

infrastructure in these areas. While this region had once rivaled the city center in 

resources, by 1910, less than thirty-eight percent of city blocks had lighting. Nor 

did most barrios have sewers. Unfinished pipes that drained waste from the 

downtown emerged aboveground in southern neighborhoods. During heavy rains, 

sewage and waste dumped into the still unpaved, muddy streets. While the city 

                                                 
71 Death ratse from cholera epidemias in all nieghborhoods found in Diego Armus, La Ciudad 
Impura: Salud, Tuberculosis y Cultura En Buenos Aires, 1870-1950 (Buenos Aires: Edhasa, 
2007), 42-58.  Schools and literacy rates, Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 141, 
132. 
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had built barricades instituted better sewers to alleviate flooding in the city center 

and the northern barrio of Pillar, they had not made these improvements in the 

flood prone banks of the Ricachulo River to the south. There was a general lack of 

plumbing for southern residents. Garbage removal was inconsistent and people 

complained that it piled outside of buildings. Streets seemed to be in worse 

conditions then they were in the 1880s. Between 1887 and 1910, there was only a 

nine percent increase in the number of paved streets in Barracas. Furthermore, 

many of those roads paved before 1887 had fallen into disrepair. In addition to 

neglecting the health of the residents, the city allowed industrial plants to dump 

pollutants into the roads and water supply. 72 

The population of southern districts suffered from the lack of state 

attention. Outbreaks of yellow fever that swept Buenos Aires in 1897, 1904 and 

1911 had the worst effects in La Boca and Barracas. In 1911, more than forty-

three percent of deaths from cholera were from residents in the city’s south. In 

1909, infant mortality rates in La Boca were the highest in the city. Tuberculosis, 

a problem through the early twentieth century killed more than 300 people each 

year between 1904 and 1914. The lack of public works also was reflected in the 

uneven commitment to the education. Despite the fact that census records 

indicated the least percentage of children enrolled in primary school, these areas 

                                                                                                                                     
  
72Lighting infant mortality schools literacy rates and paving  Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909, 110, 96, 141, 132 146.  
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had the most crowded classrooms. Literacy rates, hovering around sixty-eight 

percent reflected this dearth of individual attention.73  

In contrast, to the scarcity of resources in the south, barrios in the north of 

the city received a large proportion of the city’s resources despite their lower 

population density. As early as 1899, residents of Socorro and Pillar could walk 

through well-lit streets after dark. The city reinforced the banks of the Rio de la 

Plata to prevent flooding in Pillar. Moreover, sewers extended into these zones. 

Trains and auto-trams made frequent stops in the region and ran at regular 

intervals. The populace also obtained access to public schools and libraries. The 

development of plazas and public squares left the district with fresh air and places 

for families to enjoy their afternoons. In Socorro, residents could visit the 

Recoleta Cemetery or get fresh air and exercise in the Nueve de Julio Park or 

Japanese Botanical Gardens. The municipal government built a series of wide 

avenues planting trees on both side to increase air circulation.74 

Disparities also developed within districts. As patronage networks broke 

down in the 8th-11th districts, the areas closest to the affluent 12th-14th districts 

obtained sewers and running water, while the western parts of these zones went 

without. Between 1900 and 1909, the city invested thousands of dollars in lighting 

                                                 
73 Lighting infant mortality schools literacy rates and paving  Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909, 110, 96, 141, 132 146. 
 
74 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, Description of beauty of these zones see, 
Walter, Urban Growth, and travel log 2, 54-57, 65-66.  
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these streets. However, roads where tenements were now concentrated at the 

western border lacked electricity, sewers or paved streets. As people poured into 

the area, the city invested in garbage removal in the area closest to the downtown 

to prevent the accumulation of disease-carrying waste.75 

The lack of resources in the western parts of these districts created disease 

and left most of the residents in this area living in substandard conditions. 

Multiple families lived in two or three room apartments in the western part of the 

district. The tenements in the western parts of the districts had multiple families 

sharing two or three room apartments without reliable in-door plumbing. Disease 

like cholera and tuberculosis spread quickly. Despite the population density, few 

schools existed in the west of the districts. Seven of the nine schools in the 9th 

district were located far to the east, forcing parents to decide between sending 

children on a half mile walk to school or keeping them home. Unsurprisingly, few 

chose to send their children to schools. Literacy rates probably driven up by the 

people at the eastern side of the district remained at only seventy-eight percent for 

men over twelve.  

Despite the development in peripheral regions 1, 5, 15 and 16, the 

municipal government paid little attention to these areas so far from the center of 

the city or to the docks used to export the country’s wealth. Although 195,004 

                                                 
75 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909. Description of this part of the city comes 
from Scobie, Buenos Aires, 128-129 and travelers log 2, 32-33. 
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people resided in the locality, by 1910, city sewer lines barely reached it. Less 

than twenty percent of homes had running water. Garbage removal remained the 

responsibility of local residents. Train lines made only four stops in these wards 

and the men and women who used them to get back and forth to work in the city 

center walked home in the dark as less than twelve percent of the streets had 

public lighting. Less than twenty-eight percent of the residences in these districts 

had running water. Because of the lack of population density, city officials spread 

schools over a large distances and the ever-increasing population left them 

crowded.76  

 By 1910, Buenos Aires’ city center reflected the country’s prosperity and 

boasted it commitment to modernization and testified to its progress. However, 

the downtown façade hid the growing inequality in the capital. Although federal 

and municipal officials now offered improved services to a larger number of 

people, they increasingly limited these benefits to newly created rich and middle 

class neighborhoods. As a result, many of the city’s population lived without 

access to state services. This lack of sewers, garbage removal and education had 

serious effects on the living standards of the local inhabitants and their children. 

The absence of security forces, however, would have farther-reaching and longer 

lasting consequences. 

                                                 
76 Lighting infant mortality schools literacy rates and paving  Buenos Aires, Censo General de 
Población, 1909, 110, 96, 141, 132 146. 
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La Policía de la Capital in the New Metropolis: 
The same demographic, economic and political forces that led to new 

public resources set in motion an administrative drive to reform the Buenos Aires’ 

La Policía de la Capital. Modernizing policies sought to replace corruption and 

patronage with merit-based promotions and professionalism, mirroring 

improvements in government agencies across the city. A closer examination of 

the police department elucidates larger shifts in municipal and federal policies 

that created social barriers between affluent and poor porteños.  

At the turn of the century, porteños frequently published complaints about 

La Policía de la Capital in popular and elite newspapers. In 1899, an editorial in 

La Nación called the police department’s inability to apprehend a group of well-

known armed robbers, “an embarrassment to the city, to the nation, to all of 

Argentina.”77 A year later the same paper asked, “Why do we pay (policemen) at 

all? They do nothing.”78 The police department even lamented its own 

incompetence. In 1900, the commissioner to the 22nd ward wrote into La Revista 

de la Policía complaining, “There are no ways to improve crime. There is no way 

that I can solve crimes using men who are unprepared and lack commitment to 

their posts. What a shame that I can do nothing for the people.”79 

                                                 
77 La Nación, (Buenos Aires, Argentina) Jan 18, 1899. p. 2. 
 
78La Nación (Buenos Aires, Argentina) June 22, 1900. p. 1. 
  
79 La Revista de la Policía, March 12, 1900. 
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Feeling the pressure from the public, politicians issued the police 

department a larger budget and insisted that it enact reforms. In 1899, the Minister 

of the Interior wrote to Chief of Police, Eduardo Zalman demanding that he 

improve the Policía de la Capital’s public image. To do this, the Minister of the 

Interior doubled the force’s budget and instructed Zalman to increase its 

workforce. A year later, he threatened that if Zalman did not hire more 

employees, better the department’s image and increase arrest rates, the Police 

Chief would lose his post.80  

 Reforming the police department required eradicating the corruption, 

patronage and incompetency and personal links to the community. It entailed 

attracting better recruits, who the force could train and professionalize. To do this, 

reformers took a three-pronged approach. First, the police department budgets 

improve salaries. Second, the Chief of Police put stricter requirements on new 

employees putting them through training and awarding merit based promotions. 

Finally, by advertising policemen as professionals, the department tried recast 

police work as a respectable career and break ties to the working class. 

 Police administrators first focused on attracting a larger quantity and 

higher quality of employees. To do this they increased the salary of officers. In 

the five years between 1899 and 1904, the pay for police cadets entering the 

                                                 
80 Letter Minister of the Interior to Police Chief Febuary 18, 1899. Escritos de la Ministerio de la 
Interior June 1888-Febuary 1899 .Archivo General de la Nacion; Letter Minister of the Interior to 
Police Chief May 18, 1900. Escritos de la Ministerio de la Interior July 1899-Febuary 1902 
.Archivo General de la Nación.  
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department increased by almost seventy-three percent. It rose to an average of 200 

pesos per month. With this salary, officers earned more than workers in Buenos 

Aires’ industrial sector and more than many of the city’s notaries and white-collar 

workers.81 

Regardless of salary increases, police administrators continued to face 

difficulty attracting and maintaining workers. In 1902, La Revista de la Policía 

lamented that the average length of employment for a street cop was less than four 

years. Administrators, therefore, sought to alleviate some of the hardships 

associated with police work by offering benefits. By 1900, employees had already 

established The Fraternal Organization of Police and Firemen. After 1904, the 

federal government subsidized the organization’s budget so that it could ensure 

officers a proper burial and give death benefits to widows. At employees’ 

insistence, the police department also provided medical care to police officers for 

on-duty injuries and common illnesses. Officials became the first men in the city 

to receive employer or state subsidized health care. Combined with increased pay, 

these benefits made police work a fiscally advantageous post for men of the 

working class. For the first time, the police force could pick the applicants it 

wanted.82 

                                                                                                                                     
 
81 Alsinaj, Juan A., El servicio de policia y su restribucion Buenos Aires : Imprenta Calle 
México,1907 
 
82 La Revista, January 4, 1904. 
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Once police work became a better paying job for working class men, the 

force could start making new demands on its employees. For the first time, 

applicants to La Policía de la Capital had to be native Argentines or naturalized 

immigrants and between the age of seventeen and twenty-six. The new rules also 

required recruits to be physically fit and have a record of good health. 

Additionally, the men had to be literate and have graduated secondary school or 

be able to pass an equivalency test. Police administrators used background checks 

to ensure applicants had not committed crimes in other parts of the country. Very 

                                                                                                                                     
The development of the mutual aide society can be tracked through almost every issue of La 
Revista in which Police Administrators listed its budgets. For the shift between the employee 
sponsored mutual aide society se Policía de la Capital, La Revista, April, 18, 1904. For articles 
ordering police officers to leave other mutual aide societies see, La Revista, November, 12, 1904; 
March, 3, 1905; September 3, 1905.  

Police administrators intended the police department’s medical corps as a means to 
control public sanitation, regulate the health of prostitutes, perform murder autopsies and write 
reports for assaults. By 1902, however, the corps took on the responsibility of treating officers 
who were wounded or injured in the line of duty. Over the course of the next four years, police 
officers pushed for access to more care. The department’s doctors and police bureaucrats struggled 
to prevent officers from going to the medical corps when they suffered from illness or wounds that 
they had not received while working. In La Revista de la Policia, police administrators published 
multiple articles instructing officers not to go to the medical corps when sick. One  article said, 
“The medical division does not operate for the purpose of tending to the sick. Its intent is for the 
treatment of those men who have been injured performing their work operations It went on scold 
those men who came in while off duty saying “those who come with complaints of aches or fever 
take doctors away from their real patients who are in critical need of healing.” A year later, they 
repeated their warning exclaiming, “Men who go to the medical corps with regular diseases will 
not be treated.” 

Policemen’s persistence in using the medical corps as their private hospital convinced the 
administration to offer regular treatment in police hospitals. A 1907 article encouraged officers to 
“take advantage of the generous glories given to them by the chiefs of police. Come to the medical 
corps when suffering from illness.” By continuously appearing at the medical corps when sick the 
police men has successfully changed the institutions duties and obtained access to employer health 
care. Even after they acquired these benefits police officers continued to push for more. By 1912, 
the administration had to publish an article claiming, “The police hospitals are for department 
personnel only. People of their family will not be treated.” While they did not formally obtain 
medical care for their families until decades later, Police officers persistence made them among 
the first people in the city to receive employer subsidized health benefits. 
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few of the men laboring in the police department in 1880, would have been 

eligible for employment by 1910. This was particularly true in regards to training. 

In 1906, Police Chief Ramón Falcón opened a new police training school and 

made enrollment a requirement for all entering employees. Seeking to address 

illiteracy among the men already on the force, he also founded the Escuela de 

Primeras Letras, which offered reading and writing classes to illiterate 

policemen.83 

 The department also required men to develop specialized skills. In 1906, 

Police Chief, Falcón, reorganized La Policía de la Capital creating different 

divisions of the force that specialized in singular tasks. Outside professionals took 

care of administrative responsibilities, collecting tariffs and immigration 

registration in the Administrative, Treasury, Judicial and Communication 

Divisions. The investigative division received specific training in how to solve 

specific crimes, ranging from assaults and robberies to fraud. The agency also had 

a research division, which gained international fame for developing and 

maintaining systems of criminal identification and fingerprinting. This division of 

labor between these units allowed officers to dedicate themselves to one set of 

skills instead of struggling to learn them all. Police officers became more than 

                                                 
83 For the reorganization of the police force, see Kalmanowieki, “Police, Politics and Repression 
in Modern Argentina.” 198-200. For training in detective schools see Policía de la Capital, La 
Revista, March 3, 1906, April 2, 1908. For an article about the importance and international fame 
of the research division see, Julia Rodriguez, “South Atlantic Crossings: Fingerprints Science and 
the State in Turn-of the-Century Argentina,” American Historical Review 109 no.2 2004, 387-416. 
La Revista, June 7, 1910. 
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laborers or government employed thugs: they were specially trained 

professionals.84 

Showing more dedication to reform, La Policía de la Capital’s training 

put a special emphasis on merit-based promotion thereby severing the ties of 

patronage that had overrun the institution. To graduate from training schools 

cadets had to pass rigorous exams to ensure that only men who understood the 

law would be on the street. Police academy cadets who received the five highest 

scores on the final exam automatically received special positions as sergeants in 

precincts where they were assigned after graduation. Once on the streets, 

policemen continued to receive training. Those officers who wanted to advance 

from street cop to detective had to undergo another year in the academy. 

Merit-based promotion helped to limit the influence of individuals within 

the police force. Instead of working to impress immediate supervisors, officers’ 

ascension through the force depended on their ability to adhere to a codified set of 

standards. In theory, this system would also allow for a man who entered the 

police department at its lowest ranks, as a street cop, to advance to the position of 

police commissioner. These merit based promotions allowed officers to transfer 

between precincts if personal conflicts threatened their professionalism. This 

helped to pull officers’ loyalty away from their immediate supervisors or the 

                                                                                                                                     
 
84 Classes mandated by police training school see Romay, Historia de la Policia Federal 
Argentina, vol 1. 132, 178.  For Falcon’s founding of the Escuela de Primeras Letras see La 
Revista, May 12, 1907, January, 06, 1908, February 17, 1908, April 2, 1908.  
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communities they served. In dong so, it augmented policemen’s dedication to the 

rule of law.85 

                                                                                                                                     
 
85 In fact, a prosopography  of later police commissioners in the force reveals that efforts to 
encourage upward mobility in the police force were successful. Most of the men who ended their 
career at the rank of commissioner began their profession as cadets and made a regular path 
through the force. The career path of Juan A. Longhi, Commissioner of the city’s first precinct, 
exemplifies this process. Longhi entered the force with a secondary education in 1908. After a 
year at the police training school, he graduated and began to work as a cadet in 1909. By 1913, his 
performance on the beat obtained him the title of merited cadet. Five years later, he went back to 
the police academy and trained to become a notary, a job he began in 1919. Eleven months later, 
he was appointed to the position of ayudante. At that point he reenrolled in the academy a final 
time and trained to become an inspector a position he achieved by 1924. His continued his steady 
trek to the top reaching the rank of sub-commisioner in 1928 and commissioner by 1930. Of the 
forty-five officers who served as the heads of police precincts in 1930, thirty-three followed a 
similar path. These men made it to positions of authorities after becoming career officers serving 
most of their adult lives on the force. The police department recorded many of these men’s 
achievements in La Revista.  

Others officers transferred to the street units from other departments within the police 
force. For example, Segundo C, Caratini commissioner of the 9th precinct, started on the force as a 
forth class telegrapher. In this lowly position, Caratini obtained employment on the force without 
going through the police academy. Over the course of five years, he worked his way to a first class 
telegrapher. He then petitioned to become a police inspector. Because he has not had any 
experience with regular police work or investigation, he went through a year, instead of the usual 
six months, at the police academy. After working as an inspector for five years, he was appointed 
auxiliary office and followed the usual road to sub-commissioner. The police department seemed 
particularly proud of men like Caratini, who entered the force in low status positions and climbed 
the ranks. They had a feature about Caratini’s career in La Revista and made special mention of 
his rise to the top in the 1932 police yearbook.  
Despite the emphasis on merit, the police force had not stopped showing preferential treatment to 
well-connected or more wealthy recruits. An emphasis on recruiting men who were native born, 
physically fit and well educated seemed to encourage the department to provide those men who fit 
that profile some advantages when entering the force. Some men’s higher education aided them in 
bypassing the lowest ranks of the department. However, these things only helped them in the 
beginning of their careers. For example, Domingo Binaschi’s college education allowed him to 
bypass every having to serve as a cadet. Instead, he entered the force as a distinguished agent in 
1907. He then rapidly ascended to the rank of notary after only six months. However, his special 
treatment seemed to end there. Over the next eighteen years, he slowly climbed through the ranks 
of the department and took much longer to receive the appointment of commissioner than many of 
the men who entered as regular cadets. Likewise, four of the other six men who by entered the 
department at a rank higher than cadet made their way through the positions of assistant inspector 
auxiliary and sub-commissioner just like their less fortunate counterparts. The editors of La 
Revista and the police department fraternal society defended these appointments claiming that they 
allowed the force to “recruit the best of Argentina’s men.” 
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Finally, reformers took aims at officer’s connections to the communities 

they patrolled. Essays in La Revista dictated that policemen could not live in the 

precincts they patrolled. The magazine also discouraged cops from socializing 

with the residents of their precincts, issuing repeated orders not to visit the areas 

during their free time.86 In casting police work as professional, police 

administrators also sought to distinguish their employees from the masses of poor 

and working class residents of Buenos Aires. An article published in 1907 

explained the differences between policemen and “workers whose lack of skills 

and ambitions allow them to be replaced when their pretensions and agitation 

make them unsuitable for continued employment.”87 A later commentary 

explained that policemen, “Have characters and skills that cannot be replaced so 

easily.”88  

It remains difficult to be certain how police officers understood these 

reforms or imagined their relationship to the working class. However, when 

pressing for further salary increases or retirement benefits, policemen portrayed 

themselves as professionals with more in common with the middle class than the 

working class. The men found this particularly helpful when comparing their 

salaries to those of other “professional groups,” such as teachers, doctors and 

                                                 
86La Revista, September 29, 1906 
 
87 La Revista, March 4, 1911. 
 
88 La Revista, June 7, 1910. 
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lawyers. “Are we not all trained men with a cause?” they asked.89 “After our 

years of training and our service are we not entitled to the same types of pay. We 

have been educated in the finest training schools…Neither our skills nor our 

dedicated and commitment to the city can be easily replicated.”90 Moreover, this 

rhetoric cast the working class as inherently dangerous to the rest of the city. They 

portrayed themselves as the front line of defense against the crime and anarchy 

brought by workers. One bulletin asked, “In a time of chaos, who can protect the 

city from hoards of angry men who cry for revolution?”91 

By 1910, La Policía de la Capital, like many of Buenos Aires public 

resources, had changed dramatically. Just as politicians showed their commitment 

to progress and modernization by hiring city planners to model their city after its 

European counterparts and install ports, sewers and lighting, it had propelled them 

to reform the police department. Through better pay and benefits attracted men to 

full their payroll and put them through rigorous training programs. Once 

employed, they had to prove knowledge of and dedication to the laws of the city 

to advance.  

                                                 
89 Juan A. Alsinaj,, El servicio de policia y su restribucion, 1, 23. 
 
90 Alsinaj,, El servicio de policia y su restribucion, 11, 112-113. They complained that while 
teachers serve less than 1300 hours each year, they made a salary that was equivalent to that of 
police officers who worked over 2000 
 
91 José Carracedo Nunez, Contribución al estudio y mejoramiento institucional de la policía de la 
Capital Buenos Aires: Calle México Imprente, 1911.) 22. 
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These processes made the police force more professional, but at the same 

time created significant differences between police officers on the force and a 

majority of the men who they would patrol. Previously policemen had lived and 

worked alongside the people they patrolled, depending on them for assistance. 

The reforms that accompanied progress however created stark divisions between 

workers and the police. Just as Julia Rodriguez argued, the working class became 

a dangerous “other” that threatened the country’s stability, and who officers took 

on the role of controlling. However, exploring the ways that the police department 

allocated its resources and the resulting arrests rates reveals that for this reformed 

police department monitoring and surveying people in some spaces went hand-in-

hand with ignoring other areas. Both of these processes were critical for this 

process of othering and the recreation of inequality in early twentieth century 

Buenos Aires.92  

The Allocation of a Remade Police Force in a Dynamic Metropolis: 
An examination of the distribution of security forces around Buenos Aires 

reveals dramatic changes in the allocation of resources over the early 20th century. 

The size of the police department had more than tripled since 1887 and the force 

was better trained to track and monitor crime. However, just as municipal officials 

dispersed sewers and public lighting unevenly, the police department distributed 

their personnel in ways that favored richer neighborhoods. This allocation o 

                                                 
92 Rodriguez, Civilizing Argentina, 8-11. 
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resources and the changed social geography of Buenos Aires fostered the 

development of what political scientists and sociologists have labeled blue 

zones—where the state can secures the rule of law—and brown zones where their 

presence is absent. It is not surprising then that despite these improvements, they 

failed to decrease crime and poor neighborhoods became increasingly stigmatized 

as dangerous. 

By 1910, the downtown and barrios in the north had clearly become a blue 

zone. The core had the highest concentration of police officers in Buenos Aires in 

terms of both people and square footage. While this area contained less than 

sixteen percent of porteños, police administrators allocated them, over thirty-four 

percent of the department’s street cops. With a population of 193,907 and 1186 

police officers assigned to that portion of the metropolis, they averaged 

approximately one officer for every 164 residents. When walking through these 

districts during the day a resident could expect to see an officer on patrol every 

seven blocks. On the evening and overnight shifts they could expect to see an 

officer every eleven blocks.93 

Just as northern districts of Palermo, Pillar and Socorro benefited from a 

wealth of public works, they also received an abundance of police personnel. The 

department allocated 628 police officers to patrol these middle class 

                                                 
93 For numbers that compare the number of police officers per resident the numbers of population 
come from the number of people listed as living in each district and precinct from Buenos Aires, 
Censo General de Población, 1909. I then divided them by numbers of police officers assigned to 
each precinct from Orden Del Día de Deciembré 30, 1910.  
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neighborhoods. This distribution resulted in the northern barrios having one 

officer per 192 residents. They also had the highest number of high-ranking 

officers with an average of one sergeant for every thirty street cops.94  

The allotment of policemen in the city center and northern barrios stood in 

stark contrast to the dearth of officers that appeared in brown zones in the south 

and periphery of the city. Despite containing eighteen percent of the capital’s 

residents, the densely populated southern barrios, contained only six percent of 

porteños police personnel. For every 612 people in the southern districts, 

administrators provided one patrolman.  

Peripheral areas of Buenos Aires faced a similar problem with a scarcity 

of police personnel. By 1911, these wards contained almost twenty-three percent 

of the population they received only eleven percent of officers. This resulted in an 

average 447 people per patrolmen. These men guarded the largest sections of 

land. This eleven percent  patrolled sixty percent of Buenos Aires’ square footage. 

These districts also received the fewest superior officers. While the rest of the 

metropolis average one detective per forty-three patrolmen and one lieutenant per 

103 rank and file policemen, these peripheral precincts contained on average only 

one lieutenant for every 220 officers.95  

 

                                                                                                                                     
 
94 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76; Orden Del Día de Deciembre 30 1910. 
 
95 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76; Orden Del Día de Deciembre 30 1910. 
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Figure 2.2 Police Districts in Buenos Aires 1904-1914 

 

The 8-11th districts provide a picture of what happened in places where 

blue zones and brown zones rubbed up against each other. As a whole, the police 

department gave this region one officer for every 325 people, seemingly a 

midway point between the very wealthy downtown and impoverished south. 

However, an examination of the precincts within these districts reveals that the 

police department created stark divisions between the precincts on the east of 

these districts and those in the west. For example, the 8th district was divided by 
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the contained the 7th precinct in the east and the 9th police in the west. Despite 

having roughly the same population, the number of officers in the east far 

outnumbered those in the west by 4:1. Police heavily patrolled and guarded areas 

in between blue zones and brown zones.  

Moreover, differences between brown zones and blue zones were not 

dependent on recent population growth. Brown zones were not simply newer 

areas to which the state had not yet extended resources. The allocation of 

policemen did not correlate to population growth. The southern zones bordering 

La Boca and northern barrios experienced similar percentages of population 

increase from 1900-1910. However, northern barrios received more than a 148% 

increase in the number of officers while southern districts augmented their 

numbers by only forty-seven percent.96  

The location of police headquarters, where people could go to report 

crime, also favored rich neighborhoods. When wandering through the southern 

district of Santa Luisa crime victims would have to walk up to three kilometers to 

file a police report. In police precincts 23, 24 and 26, located within the 3rd 

district, each of the stations laid at the northern border of the precinct. This 

placement made it much more convenient for the residents of the wealthier 12th 

district to use than those people in the precinct’s tenement filled southern end.  

                                                 
96 Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76; Orden Del Día de Deciembre 30 1910. 
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By 1910, rich neighborhoods in the downtown and north of the city had an 

abundance of police officers, while those in the west and south had very few. 

Despite the wealth of literature dedicated to showing how the state expanded its 

gaze and increase its interference into the lives of the urban poor at the beginning 

of the 20th century, it appears that the state actually disregarded its poorer 

residents, ignoring them and refusing them state services. An examination of 

arrest rates will provide more insights the results of this unequal distribution and 

reveal more about the state’s agenda for controlling urban tensions and proletariat 

masses. 

Changing Arrests Patters in the New Metropolis: 
The ways that police administrators distributed policemen through the city 

takes on more significance when considering arrests rates and community 

complaints about crimes. Police administrators divided crimes into six categories: 

crimes against people, crimes against property, crimes against the state, crimes 

against morality and crimes against public order. Crimes against public order and 

violent crimes against people provide particularly telling ways to explore the 

effects of the police department’s allocation of resources. 

Crimes against public order, including drunkenness, promoting 

drunkenness, scandal, disorder, carrying arms, firing arms without injury and 

vagrancy provide an ideal means of investigating the role the police in monitoring 

blue and brown zones. While victims sometimes reported crimes against people or 
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property, in cases of crimes against public order, individual police officers, 

influenced by their understandings of crime, and who belonged in public spaces, 

distinguished between acceptable and unacceptable behavior.  

Police officers on patrol used their own judgment to identify suspicious 

behavior and decide the difference between legal and illegal actions. For example, 

a patrolman’s prejudices and assumptions determined the difference between a 

law-abiding citizen who had a few drinks and someone criminally intoxicated. 

Furthermore, activities defined as crimes against public order only become illegal 

when performed in the public sphere. While the criminalization of endeavors 

defined as crimes against property and people represent the state’s attempts to 

control and eradicate certain behaviors, the prosecution of these actions more 

accurately represents an attempt to prevent some actions from entering public 

domain. 

Between 1895 and 1914, the arrests of people charged for crimes against 

public order increased significantly. In 1895, officers made 289 arrests for crimes 

against public order. These apprehensions comprised only six percent of the total 

number of arrests in the capital. By 1914, these numbers more than tripled as the 

1148 arrests cops made for crimes against public order comprising fifteen percent 

of apprehensions in the capital.97 The police department’s increased focus on 

                                                 
97 Departamento de Policía de Buenos Aires. Policía de la Capital. Boletín Mensual de 
Estadística  v 7 no 55-68 1922-1926. 
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crimes against public order suggest that as the century turned the liberal state 

invested an increasing amount of its resources in creating an orderly city. 

However, dividing the city into different districts reveals that the federal and 

municipal officials were far more concerned about some districts and less 

concerned about extending the controlling gaze of the state into poor districts.98  

An examination of arrests distribution around Buenos Aires reveals other 

aspects of this dedication to order. In the first decades of the twentieth century, 

arrests for offenses against public order concentrated in wealthy parts of the city. 

In 1895, officers made seventy-eight arrests for these crimes in the 12-14th 

districts. This accounted for twenty-six percent of arrests for crimes against public 

order throughout the city. Although the percentage of the porteños living in 

districts 12-14 decreased in the interim, the percentage of arrests for crimes 

against public order in these regions continued to rise. By 1914, over forty-three 

percent of crimes against public order occurred in the downtown area. As the 

century progressed, the police department showed an increased interest in 

regulating these spaces.99  

                                                 
98 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914.. Discussion of attempts to create 
an orderly city see Rodriguez, Civilizing Argentina  and Ruggiero, Modernity in the Flesh.  For an 
argument about attempts to create public order in Rio de Janiero Brazil see Thomas Holloway, 
Policing Rio de Janiero: Repression and Resistance in a Nineteenth-Century City (Stanford, 
Stanford University Press, 1993). This willingness to ignore the urban poor stands in sharp 
contrast with Holloways Foucouldian theory ‘derived work on the creation of public order.  
 
99 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914. 1904, 1911, 1914.  
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Despite the rapid population increase in southern barrios, law enforcement 

continued to make the same number of arrests against public order in that area. In 

1895, twenty-two percent of crimes against public order occurred in the south of 

the city. By 1914, the number of arrests rose to 103. However, these 

apprehensions only accounted for nine percent of the total number of cases of 

crimes against public order. Just as urban planners showed less concern about 

putting in sewers and public lighting, police officers in these poorer sections, 

showed less concern about maintaining public order.100  

An in-depth examination of the police precincts in the 8th-11th districts 

further suggests that the police department concentrated its efforts on creating 

public order in rich neighborhoods. In 1895, twenty-two percent of crimes against 

public order occurred in these zones. By 1914, this number rose to twenty-nine 

percent. At first glance, it appears that despite its working class population, the 

police department continued to invest its resources in protecting public order in 

these regions.101  

Breaking down larger voting districts into their police precincts however 

reveals that the police were particularly vigilant in guarding the borders between 

these blue and brown zones. The 8th-11th district divided between the wealthier 

eastern side and poorer western barrios. The allocation of arrests, through the 8th-

                                                 
100 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 23. 
 
101 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 23-28. 
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11th districts reveals that arrests for crimes against public order occurred in high 

number in police precincts that stood at the border of rich and poor 

neighborhoods. In 1895, the distributions of detentions for misdemeanors against 

public order distributed evenly through this region. By 1914, however, the 

majority of suspects were apprehended in eastern zones right next to the 12-14th 

districts For example in 8th district, police officers apprehended seventy-eight 

percent of people in the  affluent 7th precincts, lying in the far east of district 8. 

The tenement filled 9th precinct, accounted for only twenty-two percent.102  

The police department’s focus on patrolling richer neighborhoods did not 

mean that they persecuted wealthy suspects. Working class men made up the vast 

majority of suspects in every area of the capital. Police districts 1 through 5, 14, 

16 and 18 corresponded to voting districts 12-14 in the center of the metropolis, 

which contained the highest percentage of white-collar workers and elites. While 

their daily commutes took them into the city center, relatively few workers lived 

in this section. Those that did were mostly female domestic servants. Considering 

the low percentage of laborers living in these neighborhoods, it is significant that 

by 1909 over eighty-two percent of people arrested in these zones were working 

class.103 

                                                 
102 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 23-28. 
 
103 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 23-28. 
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These statistics cannot provide conclusive evidence regarding the 

correlation between occupational background and police officers’ suspicions. 

However, the relatively high prosecution of these crimes in these upper and 

middle class neighborhoods both attests to the higher level of patrol and suggests 

that police action served as a means to prohibit working class men from drinking 

or lingering in middle class or elite neighborhoods. Increasingly efficient 

transportation networks brought the city together, making the downtown more 

important and allowing people to move freely throughout the city. However, 

through the police department, elites recreated divisions between the urban 

masses and more affluent residents. While the proletariat could enter wealthy 

neighborhoods to work or shop, the police department strictly regulated their 

behavior there. With a lack of police personnel, however, people could commit 

more crimes in working class neighborhoods without fear of punishment.104 

The punishments suspects received after their arrest for crimes against 

public order further suggests the police’s dedication to controlling workers’ 

actions in upper-class neighborhoods. In the 14th district, approximately sixty-six 

percent of people accused of crimes against public order served some time in jail. 

Eighteen percent paid a fine and the police released them. The police freed the 

remainder of subjects without any further punishment. In the 2nd-4th districts, 

police proved more lenient. Only thirty-eight percent of people arrested served jail 

                                                 
104 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 32-37. 
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time; another thirty percent paid fines and the police released the remainder. 

These numbers indicate that the police punished deviance within the middle class 

and elite neighborhoods more severely than similar actions in working class 

districts.  

The police department was not looking to survey or control the urban 

population at all times. Instead, they sought to do so only when their actions could 

be perceived as a threat to middle class or elite residents. The police department’s 

reforms did make it better at patrolling public spaces but only in some 

neighborhoods. While middle class and elite residents living in blue areas 

developed better relationships with the police and came to depend on them, 

members of the working class in brown zones did not experience these services as 

citizen recipients but rather as potential suspects.105 

Police department statistics on crimes against people provide the best 

means for investigating how police officers responded to crimes resulted from 

community complaints. Crimes against people included violent assaults, robbery, 

murder and infanticide. In many of these cases, victims, witnesses or bystanders 

filed reports at local police precincts. After department notaries recorded these 

complaints, officers from the investigative division went to the scene of the 

crimes and began an inquiry. Each police precinct then recorded statistics on how 

                                                                                                                                     
 
105 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 42-43. 
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many crimes citizens reported and how many of them resulted in solving the 

apprehension of a suspect.106     

In the city as a whole, the percent of crimes that resulted in the 

apprehension of a suspect hovered around fifty percent in the years between 1895 

and 1904. It declined slightly in the decade that followed from fifty-one percent in 

1905 to forty-eight percent in 1914. Despite police reforms that created a better-

educated, higher paid and more professional police force, the department’s own 

statistics indicates that these reforms did not result in an increase in efficiency.107 

 La Policía de la Capital’s steady apprehension rates for crimes against 

people mask the dramatic changes that took place around the city. An 

examination of individual precincts reveals that police officers in richer 

neighborhoods obtained increasingly high rates for apprehending suspects. In 

contrast, as police administrators pulled their personnel out of working class 

neighborhoods, the likelihood that policemen would resolve citizens’ complaints 

diminished.  

When examined as individual districts, it becomes apparent that cops’ 

efficiency rapidly increased in some parts of the city. For example, between 1895 

and 1904 police officers efficiency in the 12-14th district increased steadily from 

fifty-seven percent to sixty-six percent. In the next decade, it rose more 

                                                 
106 Instruction to officers about how different cases got filed see Policía de Buenos Aires. Policía 
de la Capital. 1898, xvi, 1904, xxi. 
 
107 Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 14-19. 
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dramatically from sixty-six to eighty-one percent. Policemen responded the vast 

majority of community complaints and arrested someone for the offenses. 

Residents in the north of the city had an even better relationship with the police. 

In 1895, police only responded to sixty-six of 159 complaints. That forty-one 

percent success went up to fifty-eight percent by 1904 and eighty-three percent by 

1914. These were the benefits of living in blue zones, when residents wanted 

police protection they could obtain it.108   

In contrast, however, officers showed a general inability to respond to 

community complaints in the poorer districts of the city. For examples in the 3rd 

district, efficiency rates lingered between fifty-four and fifty-eight percent 

between 1895 and 1898. As the department made reforms and redistributed its 

resources, however, it dropped to less than thirty-three percent by 1914. The same 

thing occurred in the 8th-11th districts. This was the disadvantage of brown zones. 

While people were free from the state’s interference, they were unable to secure 

police protection when they asked for it.109  

 The police department’s ability to resolve community complaints affected 

the relationship between the community and the department. Over time, the 

percentage of complaints in rich neighborhoods increased as those in poor 

neighborhoods decreased. From 1904 to 1914, residents in downtown districts 12-
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14 reported crimes with increasing frequency, bringing the per person average for 

lodging complaints from one per 1978 people in 1904 to one per 1475 people in 

1910. After 1910, it stayed about the same. The more efficient the police 

department was the higher the number of complaints rose. This indicates that 

people in these regions placed an increasing amount of faith in the police 

department. Instead of ignoring problems or trying to solve them privately, 

residents brought complaints to the police department and trusted the state to 

solve them.110  

 Poorer districts witnessed the opposite trend. Over the first decade of the 

twentieth century, their trust in the police department seemed to decrease. For 

example in 1904, one of every 2089 people reported crime in La Boca. By 1914, 

that number had decreased to one of every 3657 people. When faced with the 

options of bring their complaints to the attention of the police department or 

dealing with it themselves, residents decided to seek their own means of justice. 

The police department, the branch of the state that people were most likely to see 

and make contact with on a regular basis, had failed them. This in turn bred a lack 

of trust between the urban proletariat and the democratically elected government 

supposedly put in place to serve them. 111 

                                                                                                                                     
 
110 Put together population from Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76.  with 
number of complains from  Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 13. 
 
111Put together population from Buenos Aires, Censo General de Población, 1909, 76. with 
number of complains from  Policía de Buenos Aires. Boletín Mensual de Estadística 1914, 13. 
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 This distrust between the poorer areas of the city and the police 

department was particularly evident in labor publications. In 1919, the anarchist 

newspaper La Critica wrote, “The police do nothing for us. They only enter our 

neighborhoods to apprehend political suspects. They do not stop crime.”112 

Socialist newspaper, La Vanguardia expressed a similar sentiment saying, “The 

police do not care about the problems of the city. They let criminals wander the 

streets and harass the innocent. Calling for further reforms, La Vanguardia wrote: 

“If [the police] are concerned, as they say they are, with preventing crimes and 

restraining criminals in general, we welcome them.” He went on to clarify that the 

social disturbances most concerning working class neighborhoods revolved 

around theft of property and physical assault, stating, “too long the workers have 

been victims of thieves… too many neighborhoods fill with fights.”113 Clarifying 

the role of the police, he said: “If they will appoint the men to come to patrol our 

neighborhoods and protect its people, we entirely support it.” Noting that this was 

unlikely he concluded, “But if they come to harass us: to arrest men for nothing: 

to break into homes without cause terrorizing women and children, as they have 

done. Then we have no use for them.”114 

Equally as important, arrests rates and a lack of police oversight in 

working class barrios changed the way that the general population and city 

                                                                                                                                     
 
112 La Vanguardia (Buenos Aires, Argentina) July 2, 1901. 
113 La Vanguardia (Buenos Aires) February 20, 1920. 
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officials viewed these areas and their residences. Although poorer parts of the 

capital contained, in fact, fewer numbers of arrests, these areas were paradoxically 

notorious. The high visibility of working class men’s arrests in middle class 

spaces marked all working class men as suspects. The lack of police forces in 

poor neighborhoods stigmatized these spaces as well as the people in them. As 

Natalia Molina has shown in her work on disease and public health in late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century Los Angeles, through the allocation of 

public resources or lack thereof of, officials branded parts of the capital and in 

doing so characterized the people living in these spaces as diseased and 

marginalized.  

While Molina’s study focuses on the allocation of sanitation resources, the 

same concepts apply to the allocation of police resources. By refusing to provide 

working class neighborhoods with police officers, city officials stigmatized them 

as infected with crime. An article in La Prensa indicates middle class sentiment 

towards working class neighborhoods such as La Boca:  

They [the neighborhoods of La Boca] are filled with the 
lowest members of society… theft is so common that once an 
object is put down, a person cannot be guaranteed the will ever see 
it again, fights in the streets occur frequently as men face off over 
the infidelity of their lovers…people can be found drunk in these 
regions during all hours of the day and night… parents pass these 
traits on to the children who grow up in this squalor learning to 
steal and drink in their infancy.115 

 

                                                                                                                                     
114 La Vanguardia (Buenos Aires) February 20, 1920. 
115 La Prensa (Buenos Aires) February 23, 1920. 
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The columnist translates the poor conditions in La Boca into the poor 

morals of the regions’ residents. Furthermore, the criminalization of this space 

also provides the means to stigmatize future generations of the city’s poor. Here 

the children’s environment has already precluded them from futures as 

respectable and deserving citizens. The article goes on to express concern over the 

possibility vice spreading throughout the city. This criminalization of people in 

working class neighborhoods provides a means to establish some social spaces as 

tainted not by socioeconomic inequity, but by the actions of the inhabitants. 
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Conclusion:  

Between 1887 and 1910, Buenos Aires had changed dramatically. On one 

hand, the city as a whole became wealthier and more densely populated. 

Municipal and federal authorities expended unprecedented amounts of energies 

on improving the appearance, sanitation and safety of the metropolis. Concrete 

and buildings filled in the greenbelts that had surrounding the city. However, the 

metropolises various barrios experienced these changes very differently. The city 

core was paved with wide boulevards monuments and state of the art docks. The 

north was decorated with parks and beautifully manicured landscaping. Police 

officers regularly patrolled public areas and residents could walk in safety. The 

south of the city, conversely, became an overcrowded industrial waste zone. 

There like the west of the city, residents had little hope of finding justice from the 

police station if they were robbed or assaulted. Furthermore, crimes against pubic 

order frequently went ignored.  

 

 

The demographic growth of Buenos Aires occurred at the same time that 

the federal and municipal government had the financial means and political 
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pressure to expand public works, particularly security forces. As the population 

boomed, the city grew in a way that eliminated the peripheral centers and 

decreased the diversity of many of its barrios as specific residents characterized 

each region. As class increasingly divided the city, the federal government 

responded to the pressures to secure middle class and elite residents, leaving 

poorer neighborhoods dirty and crime ridden.  

The federal government did more than simply foster the development of 

spatial divisions. By extending services and the rule of law into some areas and 

not others federal and municipal authorities created clearly demarcated “blue 

zones and brown zones By placing a large number of officers in areas in which 

rich and poor neighborhoods met and leading campaigns that painted working 

class men as suspicious, they erected borders between rich and poor 

neighborhoods. Finally, in allowing some areas to remain disease filled and 

poverty ridden, then posting statistics and articles about crime in those areas, this 

process stigmatized many of Buenos Aires poorest residents as the carriers of 

disease and crime, thereby legitimizing the state’s refusal to provide them with 

social services in the future.   

Understanding porteños changing utilization and conceptualization of 

urban space provides many new insights why Buenos Aires developed the way it 

did. The stigmas associated with disease and crime would haunt areas in the south 

and the west of the city for generations. In casting those areas and in extension 
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their residents as immoral and diseased, middle class and elite residents, securely 

sanctioned in their own neighborhoods, could justify both the building up of 

resources in rich neighborhoods and depriving it from the rest of the city. As 

Natalia Molina’s work on the public health in Los Angeles has shown, 

“seemingly objective cautions about a physical space are a critical way in which 

those people who live in those spaces are marginalized and denied access to 

public resources.”116 It became a reason not to extend these services in the future. 

As the border of rich and poor areas became naturalized, people began to 

understand their decay not because of the lack of police protection. Rather, the 

poverty, disease and crime associated with marginalized spaces became the fault 

and responsibility of poor residents. Forgetting their own responsibility for 

creating crime in those areas, public officials cast working class neighborhoods as 

resistant to the rule of law. 

Furthermore, these actions had serious affects on how members of the 

urban proletariat related to the government. After years of fending for themselves, 

many residents of these areas stopped asking for government assistance. Instead, 

they saw the state as only a means to manipulate and harass them. These 

processes helped to curtail the extension of social citizenship in Buenos Aires at 

the turn of the century. At the same time that Buenos Aires had all the promises of 

                                                 
 
116 Natalia Molina, Fit to be Citizens? Public Health and Race in Los Angeles, 1879-1939. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 7. 
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prosperity, an expanding democracy, prospering economy and institutional 

reform, municipal and federal authorities created new relationships of inequality 

through the distribution of public resources and used the police department to 

enforced spatial segregation. The new marginalization and stigmatization 

prevented the benefits of prosperity from reaching most of its citizens and 

undermining the legitimacy of democratic rule.  
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