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This study explores Jewish and non-Jewish Argentine reactions and responses to four
pivotal events that unfolded in the twentieth century: the 1919 Semana Tragica, the Catholic
education decrees of the 1940s, the 1962 Sirota Affair, and the 1976-1983 Dirty War. The
methodological decision to focus on four physically and/or culturally violent acts is intentional:
while the passionate and emotive reactions and responses to those events may not reflect
everyday political, cultural, and social norms in twentieth-century Argentine society, they
provide a compelling opportunity to test the ever-changing meaning, boundaries, and
limitations of argentinidad over the past century. The four episodes help to reveal the
challenges Argentines have faced in assimilating a religious minority and what those efforts
suggest about how various groups have sought to define and control what it has meant to be
“Argentine” over time.

Scholars such as Samuel Baily, Fernando DeVoto, José Moya and others have done an

excellent job highlighting how ltalian and Spanish immigrants have negotiated and navigated the



competing demands of ‘ethnic’ preservation and ‘national’ integration in Argentina. However,
Italians and Spaniards— who comprised 85% of the total immigrant population between 1870-
1930— benefited from a religious, linguistic, and cultural familiarity with their host country that
Jewish immigrants did not. The presence of Jewish immigrants and later Jewish Argentines
challenged the efforts of Argentines to assimilate newcomers in ways Catholic immigrants and
Catholic Argentines could not. Since the days of Alberdi and Sarmiento, Argentina has often
championed itself as a nation of liberal secularism and religious tolerance, yet the overwhelming
majority of Catholic immigrants were not in a position to test the civic and cultural boundaries
of that rhetoric and reality the way Jews did. Jewish Argentines, more so than their Spanish and
Italian counterparts, forced a diverse cross-section of Argentines to ‘clarify’ their definitions of
civic assimilation, national integration, and the place reserved for minorities within their visions

of Argentina and argentinidad.
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Introduction

In 2000, esteemed non-Jewish Argentine writer Joaquin Morales Sold remarked that
“Argentina discovered that she had a Jewish community” only after the devastating 1992 and
1994 terrorist bombings in Buenos Aires of the Israeli Embassy and the Asociacion Mutualista
Israelita Argentina (AMIA or the central Jewish Argentine community organization)." On the
surface, Sola’s comment is startling given Argentina’s longstanding immigrant tradition and the
relative size and presence of her Jewish population. Of the 6.5 million newcomers who arrived
in Argentina during the nation’s peak immigration years of 1870-1930, Ashkenazi and Sephardic
Jews numbered approximately 130,000 and, by the early-1960s, had surpassed a quarter-
million.”> Although those figures pale in comparison to the millions of Italians and Spaniards who
emigrated to Argentina between 1870-1930— together they comprised over 85 percent of the
total immigrant population— Argentine Jews still constituted by far the largest concentration of
Jews in any single Latin American country.3

More importantly, Jewish Argentines figured more prominently in civic society than
their overall population size might have suggested. One of the clearest such illustrations has
been Jewish Argentine literary success over the course of the twentieth century. From Alberto
Gerchunoff (who in 1910 famously penned Los gauchos judios and was invited that same year to
participate in Argentina’s grand centennial celebration), Samuel Glusberg (editor of the
prestigious Argentine journals América and Babel), and César Tiempo (who became known
throughout Latin America as a poet extraordinaire) to Bernardo Verbitsky (whom Argentines
came to identify in the 1940s and 1950s, along with non-Jewish Argentine novelist Leopoldo
Lugones, as the unofficial chronicler of portefio culture), Jacobo Timerman (renowned editor in

the 1970s of the highly-popular newspaper La Opinidn), and Marcos Aguinis (respected writer



whom President Raul Alfonsin tapped in 1984 to head up the nation’s noteworthy Cultural
Democratization Program), Jewish Argentines have left an indelible mark on Argentine
literature, journalism, and culture.” The same has been true in business, finance, education, the
arts, and the applied sciences where many Jewish Argentines— including Nobel Laureate César
Milstein— have achieved national and even international prominence.’

Why then did Sola make such a claim in the years following the Israeli Embassy and
AMIA bombings? There are several possible explanations: the sheer magnitude of the attacks
that obliterated two buildings in the heart of Buenos Aires; the extensive television coverage of
the two incidents that reached millions of Argentines and indeed the world at large; the fact
that the 1994 bombing in particular struck at the historic epicenter of Argentina’s longstanding
Jewish community; and a feeling among many Argentines that the AMIA bombing represented
an attack not only on the Jewish community but on the country as a whole. Moreover, the poor
response of state emergency service units, sloppy police work in safeguarding and collecting
critical pieces of evidence, and the perceived failure of President Carlos Menem (1989-1999),
the police, and the judiciary in adequately addressing, investigating, and prosecuting those
responsible only brought added public attention to the two still unresolved atrocities.

Jewish-led commemorative practices, which have garnered widespread attention since
1994, may also explain why Sola said what he did. For instance, following the AMIA bombing
Jewish leaders organized a massive public march in the streets of Buenos Aires that brought
together over 200,000 Jewish and non-Jewish Argentines. On the respective anniversaries of
the two bombings, thousands gather each year to stage emotional public vigils at the sites
where the buildings once stood. In 1997, the AMIA sponsored a national high school photo
contest aimed at memorializing the 1994 attack and raising added awareness of the atrocity in

non-Jewish circles. Finally, vocal Jewish protest groups have emerged since 1994, notably



Memoria Activa, which borrowing from the inspiring legacy of the Mothers of the Plaza de
Mayo, have rallied each Monday at the steps of the Argentine Supreme Court. By continuing to
publicize the two atrocities, these and other Jewish-sponsored activities have helped catapult
the Jewish community into the forefront of Argentine society.

So too have a number of Jewish controversies and scandals. The most notorious
involved Ruben Beraja, who, as President of the Delegacién de Asociaciones Israelitas
Argentinas (DAIA) from 1991-1998, served as the chief political link between the Jewish
community and the Argentine government. As Jewish Argentines grew increasingly frustrated
over Menem’s handling of the bombing investigations, a growing number simultaneously began
to criticize Beraja for failing to speak out and prod Menem sufficiently. Quiet criticism of Beraja
reached dramatic new heights after Memoria Activa’s Laura Ginsberg lambasted both Menem
and Beraja, first, in 1997, at the third annual AMIA memorial and, again in 1998, following the
shocking and devastating financial collapse of the Beraja-controlled Banco de Mayo, which
wiped out the lifesavings of thousands of Jewish and non-Jewish Argentines.®

Together, these events and activities go a long way toward explaining why Sola
remarked that “Argentina discovered that she had a Jewish community” only after the 1992 and
1994 bombings. At the same time, given both the rich and troubled history of Jews in Argentina,
his comments remain puzzling for three principal reasons. First, like other immigrant
communities in Argentina, Jewish Argentines have long and actively participated in diverse
facets of national life, from education and politics to business and journalism; indeed, like
Italian, Spanish, German, Arab, and Korean Argentines, they have greatly shaped Argentine
society. Second, throughout the twentieth century Argentina has been plagued by periodic
outbursts of virulent anti-Semitism— the notorious pogrom of January 1919 and the infamous

1962 Sirota Affair are the two most striking illustrations. Third, the remarkable ways in which



non-Jewish Argentines— long before the 1992 and 1994 bombings— have historically rallied
behind the Jewish community following the most serious of such episodes pointedly suggest
that Argentina has long been aware of the presence of its Jewish community.

This dissertation takes a closer look at four such episodes, all of which predate the 1992
and 1994 bombings, in an effort to better understand Sold’s remarks. Focusing on Jewish and
non-Jewish Argentine reactions to the 1919 Semana Tragica, the 1943 military government
decree mandating compulsory Catholic education, the 1962 Sirota Affair, and the 1976-1983
“Dirty War,” this dissertation explores the changing meaning of argentinidad over the course of
the twentieth century, broadly-defined as a fluctuating and competing national effort among a
diverse cross-section of Argentines to construct and develop a credible political and cultural
narrative. Put differently, | examine how various Argentine groups have sought to define and
control what it has meant to be Argentine and how the Jewish presence in Argentina has put
those individual and collective constructs to the test. In this discussion of Argentine national
identity, the four case studies speak to three broader, interwoven historical themes: 1) the real
and imagined boundaries of national integration facing a non-Catholic minority— in this case,
Argentine Jews— in a largely open, secular yet also decidedly Catholic country; 2) the legacy of
Argentina’s struggle to democratize over the course of the twentieth century; and 3) the
development during that period of two predominant, yet competing views about how Argentine
identity and the role of the state should be conceptualized, articulated, and practiced.
Ultimately, this nuanced political and cultural exploration provides the necessary historical
context to appreciate the centrality of the 1992 and 1994 bombings and simultaneously make
clearer sense of Sold’s turn-of-the-century remark.

My approach is two-fold. First, relying on Jewish and national newspapers and journals,

congressional debates and records, community and national archives, government publications,



elementary and high school textbooks, and qualitative oral interviews with approximately
seventy Jewish and non-Jewish Argentines, | intentionally focus on Jewish and non-Jewish
reactions and responses to four physically and/or culturally violent historical events, all of which
were traumatic and, in varying degrees, anti-Semitic in nature. It is fair to suggest that Jewish
and non-Jewish reactions to the 1919 Semana Tragica, the 1943 military decree, the 1962 Sirota
Affair, and the Dirty War may have been uncharacteristically emotive and, therefore, may not
reflect everyday political, social, and cultural norms in twentieth-century Argentine society.
Conversely, it is precisely the passionate and visceral nature of Jewish and non-Jewish reactions
to each of these four events that is so compelling. They are reactions that arguably only surface
during such traumatic times and, therefore, provide a unique opportunity to test the boundaries
and limitations of more everyday Argentine perceptions and expectations. In short, these
reactions reveal how various groups have thought about Argentine national identity over time,
how they each have sought to impose their “authentic” expression of argentinitidad on others,
and how a religious minority has challenged and shaped both those efforts.

Second, my dissertation is not intended as a comprehensive history of the Argentine
Jewish community or a history of anti-Semitism in Argentina. Several scholars, notably Haim
Avni, Victor Mirelman, Ricardo Feierstein, and Raanan Rein, have already written provocative
histories of the Jewish community in Argentina. That said, with the exception of Rein, most such
histories have focused on the period of heightened Jewish immigration from 1880-1945; thus, a
reader primarily interested in the Argentine Jewish community will nonetheless find this
dissertation informative given the breadth of its historical analysis, beginning with the Semana
Trdgica in 1919 and concluding with the bombings of the 1990s. Instead, this dissertation,
centered on the four episodes outlined above, explores more explicitly the experiences of a non-

Catholic minority in an immigrant nation that at once has been progressive and secular as well



as decidedly Catholic and at times reactionary. A number of scholars, notably Samuel Baily,
Fernando Devoto, and Jose Moya, have examined the challenges facing millions of (Catholic)
Italian and Spanish immigrants as they sought to assimilate into Argentine society. By focusing
on an immigrant group with a different religion, | aim to test the boundaries of secular
education, religious tolerance, and other markers of national integration in ways that may not
have been applicable or evident to my predecessors in their fine studies of predominantly
Catholic immigrant groups. | therefore hope this dissertation illuminates as much about the
historical nature of Argentine politics, culture, and identity as it does about the Jewish
community and, by extension, contributes foremost to the existing rich Argentine
historiography. Moreover, while not comparative in nature, | also hope that this dissertation
will indirectly engender greater scholarly discussion about the experiences of other minority
immigrant groups in Argentine society.

To make sense of the ongoing debate over the meaning and control of argentinidad, it is
necessary to outline the philosophical origins of modern Argentina, including its secular,
Catholic, and democratic character. As Nicolas Shumway astutely and eloquently argues in The
Invention of Argentina— one of the most significant books on Argentine history of the past
quarter century— the liberal, positivist, and elitist framers of Argentina’s modern 1853
Constitution sought to refashion their young nation “through imitation of Europe and the United
States while denigrating [its] Spanish heritage, popular traditions, and mixed-blood masses.”’
Reacting to the “barbaric” political and cultural beliefs and practices of caudillo President Juan
Manuel de Rosas (1829-1852) and the nation’s “unprogressive” and “racially inferior” rural
gaucho masses, Juan Alberdi, Domingo Sarmiento, and Bartolomé Mitre— while not without
their own ideological differences— all agreed in the mid-nineteenth century that the quickest

and most effective way to “civilize” Argentina was through the economic development of the



nation’s pampas grasslands and urban centers, the creation of an extensive and modern public
education system, and, above all, large-scale (Northern) European immigration.

To those ends, Argentina’s nineteenth-century positivist leaders actively courted foreign
investors, backed the development of a vast railroad network, modernized the nation’s ports,
encouraged the commercialization of industry and agriculture, allocated significant state
resources to attract European immigrants, and sponsored the construction of a series of
impressive urban monuments, parks, boulevards, and theaters that led visitors and locals to dub
Buenos Aires the “Paris of South America.” Equally significant, they sponsored two pivotal legal
directives in the second-half of the nineteenth century that also spoke volumes about their
conceptual efforts to “Europeanize” and “Americanize” the nation. The first— Article 14 of the
1853 Constitution— explicitly guaranteed all the nation’s inhabitants the right to work, to form
unions and to strike, to enter and leave the country freely, to express and publish their ideas
without fear of censorship, to own private property, to teach and learn, and to profess their
religion freer.8 Modeled after the British, French, and U.S. founding charters, Article 14 was
intended to signal to Argentines, prospective Argentines, and the international community at
large this budding South American republic’'s embrace of Western progressive ideals such as life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Over the ensuing decades, that spirit of freedom and tolerance encapsulated in Article
14 of the 1853 Constitution came to constitute for many native and new Argentines a collective
pillar of their young nation’s invented liberal tradition. So too did the famous secular education
law of 1884. Promulgated by Congress during Argentina’s “Golden Age” from 1870-1914, Law
1420 (Ley de Educacion Comun) barred all religious— notably Catholic— instruction in all public
classrooms during regular school hours.’ Intended by liberal positivists both to curb the

influence of Argentina’s traditional-minded Catholic Church and to inculcate in this land of



immigrants a non-parochial integrationist spirit, Law 1420, like Article 14, gradually emerged for
many as a national symbol of openness and acceptance that they felt “modern” Argentina was
predicated upon. Indeed, vocal public opposition to efforts by two of Argentina’s six twentieth-
century non-democratic military governments to overturn Law 1420 (first in 1943 and again in
1976) suggested that the political and cultural importance of this national education law
extended well beyond the classroom.

However, the promise and scope of Argentina’s invented liberal, secular tradition was
tempered by three notable limitations. First, Alberdi, Sarmiento, and Mitre inserted two
significant pro-Catholic clauses in the 1853 Constitution that ran counter to the very liberal-
secular spirit they themselves actively sought to promote in both Article 14 (1853) and the
subsequent 1884 secular education law (Law 1420). The first pro-Catholic constitutional
clause— Article 2— stated that “the Federal Government supports the Roman Catholic Apostolic

religion.”*®

Although it was not immediately clear in 1853 what exactly such state “support”
entailed, over time it came to mean the government’s financial backing of the Catholic Church, a
measure of Church-State political and cultural cooperation, and, of course, the symbolic
acknowledgement of Catholicism as the official religion of the Argentine Nation. No less
significant, the second pro-Catholic constitutional clause— Article 76— asserted that the
President and Vice-President of the Nation had to be Catholic, which remained in effect for over
140 years until it was finally discarded at the August 1994 Constitutional Convention.™ Such
explicit religious references reflected a non-liberal republican bias notably absent from the
U.S.’s more liberal constitutional model, which Argentina’s positivist founders painstakingly had
sought to emulate.

Third, Alberdi’s famous 1852 political and philosophical treatise (longwindedly entitled

Bases y puntos de partida para la organizacion politica de la republica) further underscored the



subtle contradiction between positivist calls for a modern, open, and secular society and one
that simultaneously promoted and favored Catholicism. Together with Sarmiento’s seminal
1845 work Facundo, Alberdi’s Bases laid the conceptual groundwork for the pivotal 1853
Constitution. In it, Alberdi openly championed the national ideals of “civilization” over
“barbarism” described above. Central to that civilizing mission— eloquently embodied in his
legendary phrase “to govern is to populate” — was a state-directed policy aimed at attracting
large-scale European immigration. Like Sarmiento, he believed that such a policy would help
generate in Argentina a “mixing of races that would infinitely improve humankind.”**

In Bases, Alberdi also championed the need to promote “la libertad religiosa” or
“religious freedom” in an effort to construct a genuinely open and modern republic. It is here,
however, that both his Christian and Catholic bias subtly clouded his broader secular positivist
agenda. For one, his goal of religious freedom was aimed largely at the inclusion in Argentine
society of Protestant Anglo-Saxon immigrants whom he, like other nineteenth-century Latin
American positivists, held in such high regard; they were the presumed bearers of sought-after
English civilizing norms and values. At no point in his 1852 discussion of religious freedom did
Alberdi consider non-Christian religious groups. Second, while emphasizing the need to allow
“other Christian [i.e. non-Catholic or Protestant] faiths” to exercise freely and publicly their
beliefs and traditions, Alberdi underscored the need “to consecrate Catholicism as the religion

»13

of the State.”” Most revealing perhaps, he argued that “religious freedom is the way to

populate this country [Argentina]. The Catholic religion is the way to educate those [immigrant]

populations.”**

In short, Alberdi’s articulation of religious freedom did not include a clear, US-
style separation of Church and State nor, to paraphrase historian Haim Avni, a true recognition

of the principle of religious equality.™
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In addition to the above Catholic provisions, positivist efforts to construct a truly
modern, progressive republic were hampered by two other subtle contradictions. First,
Argentina’s positivist leaders sought to cultivate a strict integrationist spirit aimed at
homogenizing the civic composition of their immigrant nation. One of the best such illustrations
involved Sarmiento’s pedagogical efforts as Superintendant of Education under President Julio
Argentino Roca (1880-1886)."° While helping to craft and promulgate Argentina’s 1884 secular
education law (as discussed above, Law 1420 helped foster in Argentina a climate of tolerance
and acceptance), Sarmiento simultaneously initiated a state campaign, in the words of historian
Eduardo Jose Miguez, “to make public schools an instrument of ‘Argentinization’,” in large part
by preventing immigrant communities— be they Spanish, Italian, German, Danish, or Jewish
Argentines— from continuing to teach their children about “the language, history, and
geography of the[ir] motherland.”"

Such efforts reflected Sarmiento’s (understandable) desire, like that of other leading
positivists, to construct a unified “Argentine Nation” by bridging the cultural gap between

8 At the same time, his public education initiative failed

immigrant and native-born inhabitants.
to appreciate fully the dual sense of ethnic identity that many newcomers genuinely felt.
Indeed, many immigrant communities opposed Sarmiento’s pedagogical efforts, not because
they rejected their New World surroundings but rather because they simultaneously wished to
impart their Old World traditions to their children. Sarmiento and other positivist leaders
viewed such cultural ambitions with great skepticism, which only heightened their existing
concerns that immigrants lacked a real sense of civic affiliation and by extension, to quote
historian Matthew Karush, “threatened the integrity of the nation.”*® In official and even non-

official circles, a prevailing attitude thus emerged: while Argentine statesmen genuinely

welcomed European immigrants, they rejected any cultural notion of doble nacionalidad (dual
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nationality) or doble lealtad (dual loyalty). Although suspicion of hyphenated identities was not
uncommon in other countries at that time, in Argentina it marked civic society for decades to
come despite (or in spite of) the nation’s palpable heterogeneous mix.

Second, Argentina’s positivist visionaries failed to construct a strong, participatory
democracy. Similar in spirit to their rejection of a pluralist cultural model, prominent
nineteenth-century statesmen such as Alberdi and Sarmiento believed that most Argentines
were not politically, economically, or intellectually able to participate in a democracy. Of the
two, Alberdi’s view was most draconian: while he supported a system that guaranteed civil
liberties for all inhabitants, he believed that political liberties should be restricted to a small
minority, notably the nation’s small economic elite— a political model historian Tulio Halperin

720 sarmiento’s rhetoric was a bit

Donghi eloquently labeled “progressive authoritarianism.
more egalitarian: he argued that only an extensive campaign of public education— whereby
immigrant and native-born inhabitants would acquire a shared understanding of “national
belonging” and the “common good”— would ultimately produce “capable citizens” prepared to
participate in the nation’s political system.?* Be it Alberdi, Sarmiento, or any other nineteenth-
century Europhile Argentine positivist, Argentina’s black, Amerindian, and rural gaucho
populations— because of their dark skin color and perceived cultural backwardness— were
deemed “uneducable” and excluded.

Despite Sarmiento’s philosophical assertions about the need for educated or capable
citizens, political participation in Argentina remained for decades to come an entirely elite affair.
As a result, Argentina’s democratic system proved far weaker than that of the United States or
Northern Europe, further handicapping the nation’s grandiose nineteenth-century hopes of

constructing a truly modern, progressive republic. Only with the passage of the Saenz Pefia

Reform in 1912 was universal suffrage afforded to all native-born Argentine males, but, as we
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shall see in chapter one, even that effort was born more out of factional elite power struggles
than out of a fundamental national campaign for broad-based political participation.

To the casual observer at the turn-of-the-century, Argentina emerged as an open
republic filled with subtle political and cultural contradictions. On the one hand, it justifiably
posited itself as a secular and progressive democratic state; indeed, the liberal spirit of the 1853
Constitution, the nation’s 1884 secular education law (Law 1420), the pace of economic
development, and the country’s impressive cultural heterogeneity underscored the republic’s
modernist ambitions. At the same time, Argentina’s dismissal of civic pluralism, the
Constitution’s Catholic overtones, the gap between rich and poor, and the country’s weak
democratic foundation left it more vulnerable to reactionary, even incendiary political, social,
and cultural acts. In many respects, the rich and at times troubled twentieth-century history of

Argentina’s Jewish community reflected both of those competing Argentine traditions.
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Chapter 1

The Semana Tragica

Introduction

In January of 1919, responding to a spate of labor strikes that had been disrupting
Buenos Aires since December of the previous year, groups of armed civilians organized a
collective effort to identify and punish the “anarchist” and “communist” instigators." With
support from the police and the military, these armed vigilantes, who were primarily nativist
elites and their middle-class sympathizers, targeted immigrants, particularly “Russians” or rusos,
a term colloquially used in Argentina to describe Jews.? Chanting “Foreigners Out,” “Death to
the Anarchists,” and “Death of the Jews,” members of groups such as Los Defensores del Orden,
La Guardia Blanca, and La Liga Patriotica Argentina attacked Jewish working-class
neighborhoods in Buenos Aires, vandalized and burned Jewish businesses and institutions, and
beat and harassed individual Jews.> In short, during the final days of the bloody Semana Tragica
(Tragic Week) of January 1919, Argentina experienced its first Jewish pogrom.*

This chapter examines Jewish and non-Jewish reactions to the pogrom. In January 1919,
Jewish Argentines were quick to denounce the anti-Semitic attacks. The newly formed Comité
de la Colectividad Israelita, a forerunner to the DAIA which was established in 1935,
spearheaded efforts by writing letters to high-ranking public officials, publishing commentaries
in Argentina’s principal newspapers, and even arranging an audience with President Hipdlito
Yrigoyen (1916-1922). The Comité’s message was clear: in condemning the attacks it sought
above all to portray the vast majority of Argentine Jews as peaceful and hardworking patriots
and, by extension, to underscore the successful integration of the Jewish community into

Argentine society. Inthe process, however, the more mainstream Comité did not actively
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embrace more radical, leftist Jewish labor groups. Responding to the events of the Semana
Tragica and the Comité’s more accommodationist approach, these Jewish leftists adopted a
more critical and assertive protest strategy: they were quicker to denounce Argentine society
and more willing than Comité members to affirm publicly their “Jewishness.” These contrasting
protest strategies revealed as much about the ambiguities and boundaries of what it meant to
be “Argentine” in 1919 as they did about class and ethnic tensions within the Jewish community
in the first decades of the twentieth century.

Responding to the pogrom and vigilante cries of “foreigners out” and “death to the
Jews,” the majority of non-Jewish Argentines proved quite sympathetic in January 1919 to the
plight of their Jewish counterparts. Journalists, politicians, labor unions, professional groups,
and immigrant organizations loudly spoke out against the anti-Semitic episodes and joined with
the Jewish community in denouncing the nation’s xenophobic elements. In the process, non-
Jewish Argentines developed an added awareness and appreciation of Argentina’s Jewish
population— one positive result of the January tragedy.

At the same time, mainstream non-Jewish reactions to the events of January 1919
unveiled two disconcerting political and cultural trends that would continue to shape Argentine
society long after the Semana Tragica. The first involved the response of the police and other
state security personnel. Unable— some would say unwilling— to apprehend the pogrom’s
right-wing culprits, police intransigence led to widespread public cries of impunity. That specter
of impunidad, denounced by many in January 1919, continued to manifest itself over the course
of the twentieth century; in the process, many citizens came to regard it as a dubious, yet ever-
present element of Argentine national identity. The second entailed the reactions of key
political figures, including President Yrigoyen. Quick to condemn the atrocities and to shower

the Jewish community with genuine sympathy and praise, Argentine politicians suggested, both
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directly and indirectly, to Jewish leaders and members of the community that it was imperative
for Jewish Argentines to culturally integrate themselves more fully into Argentine society lest
they wish the nefarious recent events to repeat themselves. Their remarks, which disappointed
Jewish Argentines, underscored their rejection— as was true of Alberdi and Sarmiento— of civic
pluralism.

Jewish and non-Jewish reactions to the Semana Tragica not only provide a window into
the fluctuating and contested meanings of argentinidad in January 1919 but also at other key
moments in the twentieth century.” One such illustration is the contrasting representations of
the Semana Tragica put forth by Ricardo Feierstein in 1999 and Hirsch Triwaks in 1940. In
Historia de los Judios Argentinos, Feierstein, a noted Jewish Argentine historian, argued that the
1919 pogrom “marked the beginning of an anti-Jewish advance (actividad) which, with spurts of
violence, would sustain itself over the following decades through an intense propaganda

campaign.”®

Feierstein’s 1999 analysis— echoed by many of the Jewish and non-Jewish
Argentines | interviewed in Buenos Aires between 2000 and 2002— was informed by his
experiences and recollections of more recent Argentine tragedies like the “Dirty War” (1976-
1983) and the 1992 and 1994 terrorist bombings in Buenos Aires of the Israeli Embassy and the
AMIA.

In contrast, Triwaks , a leader of the Asociacion Mutualista Israelita Argentina (AMIA)
and editor of the Yiddish weekly Diario Israelita, downplayed in 1940 the lasting significance of
the Semana Tragica. In a special Spanish-language Diario Israelita commemorative issue
entitled “Fifty Years of Jewish Life in Argentina,” Triwaks characterized the 1919 pogrom as an
isolated and momentary aberration in Argentine history that “left no long-lasting imprints on

Argentine life other than the regrettable episode itself.”® Triwaks even argued that anti-

Semitism had only recently made its way to Argentina, where it had been quashed in 1939 by
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the Argentine Senate’s “anti-Nazi” law intended to thwart “...the spread of hate crimes or the
persecution of segments of the population for reasons of race, religion, or nationality.”’
Triwaks’ portrayal of the Semana Tragica was shaped by his and his colleagues’ efforts to
promote greater social and cultural acceptance for Jews in Argentina in 1940.

This chapter centers on Jewish and non-Jewish reactions to the Semana Tragica in 1919
and what those diverse reactions ultimately suggest about the meaning and control of
argentinidad at that historical moment. Yet as Feierstein and Triwaks quietly illuminate, the
historical meanings ascribed to and the public memories invested in that pogrom over the
course of the twentieth century also shed light on the ongoing nature of the Jewish
community’s national integration and what it has meant to be “Argentine” at other key

historical moments. Together, they underscore the legacy of Argentina’s first pogrom.

Historical Background

The election of President Hipdlito Yrigoyen in 1916 marked a turning point in Argentine
history: for the first time, all native-born males were able to vote in a presidential election,
signaling the rise of a more representative democracy in this South American republic.'® Before
1916, conservative elites— largely wealthy landowners whose commercial fortunes were tied to
the country’s export-based economy— unilaterally controlled the State. That is, under the
guise of democracy, the “Oligarchy,” as the ruling conservative elites were known, alone elected
the nation’s president and congressmen (every six and nine years, respectively), keeping the
vast majority of Argentines from directly participating in the country’s institutional political
arena. Although many of these elites supported Argentina’s liberal civic and cultural blueprint
born in the nineteenth century— for instance, the 1884 congressional mandate calling for non-

religious education in all public schools— they were not prepared, like many of their Latin
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American counterparts around the turn-of-the-century, to relinquish any form of political
control that might jeopardize their handsome economic profits and prestigious social standing.™

Between 1890-1916, the Oligarchy faced for the first time serious challenges, on
several fronts, to its political monopoly. The first arose within the elite establishment itself
where a dissident aristocratic faction, in the aftermath of the nation’s catastrophic financial
crisis of 1890, grew increasingly disenchanted with the oligarchy’s practices of political fraud and
favoritism. Led by Leandro Alem and then Hipdlito Yrigoyen, they founded in 1891 a new party
called the Unidn Civica Radical in hopes of opening up the political process and making the
system more transparent and constitutionally-friendly. After two decades of marginal success,
Yrigoyen and the Radical Party finally captured the presidency in 1916 in what was Argentina’s
first broadly democratic election.*

The Radical Party’s 1916 triumph stemmed from its ability to harness two new
dissatisfied political constituencies. The first was the nation’s bourgeoning immigrant working-
class population that between 1870 and 1930 profoundly altered Argentina’s demographic and
economic makeup. Recruited by government officials to work the rich, yet untapped pampas,
over six million (mostly European) immigrants poured into Argentina, dramatically raising the
country’s population from 1.8 million in 1869 to 7.8 million by World War I."> Not surprisingly,
Buenos Aires felt the population transfer most. To the displeasure of the Oligarchy, large
numbers of immigrants abandoned the pampas for Buenos Aires (or never left the capital after
arriving at the Port of Buenos Aires), boosting the city’s population almost ten-fold to 1.5 million
by 1914; on the eve of World War |, one of every two residents of the capital was foreign,
excluding the many Argentine-born immigrant children.™

After the economic collapse of 1890, immigrant workers, many of whom were familiar

with the socialist, anarchist and trade-union currents circulating in the Old World, became
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increasingly organized and politicized.” By the first decade of the 1900s, notably in Buenos
Aires and other urban centers, they regularly began to strike, protesting the callousness of the
export-based economy, so dear to conservative elites. Although the Oligarchy was able to
suppress these strikes rather easily, it steadily grew concerned about their disruptive
“revolutionary” potential. As a result, the Oligarchy twice enacted stern anti-anarchist and anti-
foreigner laws— the 1902 Law of Residency and 1910 Law of Social Defense— the second
coming on the heels of a major workers’ strike in 1909 and the highly-publicized assassination
that same year of Police Chief Ramén L. Falcdn by (Jewish) anarchist Simon Radowitzky in the
posh Recoleta neighborhood of Buenos Aires.*®

Urban workers were not the only Argentine residents to voice their discontent with the
conservative ruling-class during the first decades of the twentieth century. With growing
conviction, middle-class groups demanded greater access to positions of bureaucratic, political,
and intellectual power held almost exclusively by elites. For instance, a new generation of
university students, many of immigrant origin, toiled for more than twenty years— until
President Yrigoyen finally introduced the University Reform Act of 1918 — to wrest pedagogical
and administrative control from entrenched conservative academic cliques who viewed higher
education as an elitist stepping-stone to professional prominence. Those middle-class students
dreamed of a more open, modern, and socially responsible university system that would adhere
to more objective standards of academic excellence and be geared, in the words of Luis Alberto

Romero, to “the service of society’s problems.”"

Similarly, an expanding group of young
middle-class officers, as their (failed) 1905 revolt within the military made clear, had become

equally frustrated with elite control and the lack of social mobility available to them within the

armed forces.®
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Of all the nation’s visible political players after 1900— namely, the Conservatives (or the
Oligarchy), the Socialists, the Communists, and a budding group of criollo nationalists— the
Radicals were best prepared to take advantage of those immigrant worker and middle-class
frustrations with the ruling elite. In the decade leading up to the 1916 presidential election, the
Radicals established, by way of classic patronage politics, an impressive and unparalleled
network of local alliances throughout the country, particularly in and around the nation’s urban
centers. Furthermore, a growing number of party committees, which were integral to the
success of the Radicals’ emerging network, successfully reached out to previously untapped
social groups (for instance, young professionals, doctors, lawyers, merchants, businesspeople,
and small farmers) helping the party to further broaden its political base. As the Radical Party,
with its message of opportunity and change, steadily grew in stature so too did the charismatic
Yrigoyen, who gradually came to represent the face of hope, harmony, and democracy in
Argentina.®

Yrigoyen and the Radicals got a major political break in 1912 when Conservative
President Roque Sdenz Pefia signed (after much debate in the conservative-dominated
Congress) the historic Saenz Pefia electoral reform mandating universal suffrage for all native-
born males.” The 1912 law reflected a shift in political and economic attitudes taking shape
within one faction of the Conservative Party led by Saenz Pefia, Carlos Pellegrini, and José
Figueroa Alcorta. First, a growing number of the reformist-minded conservatives feared that
maintaining the political status quo heightened the prospects of labor unrest, which threatened
their cherished economic interests, notably their ability to attract foreign investment and
expand commercially overseas.”* Second, conservative reformers felt that not only did their
party have to respond to the growing democratic expectations in Argentine society, but that

relinquishing a small degree of political control through open and fair elections would only serve
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to strengthen and legitimize their party and the government. Finally, they were confident,
despite concerns among some traditional conservatives, that the Conservative Party would be
able to secure a significant measure of mass support in an open political environment.*

After Conservatives achieved victories in most provincial elections later in 1912, there
was ample reason to believe that their strategy of democratization was working. Yet those
electoral triumphs masked growing regional tensions brewing within the party. After 1912, the
Conservatives formally split into two independent factions, one headed by Buenos Aires
Governor Marcelino Ugarte and the other by Santa Fe political boss Lisandro de la Torre, who
formed the neo-conservative Partido Demdcrata Progresista. Having built an unprecedented
network of local alliances and having courted underrepresented political constituencies over the
previous decade, the Radicals were thus well positioned in the aftermath of the Saenz Pefia
reform to take advantage of the divide among conservative elites.”® Between 1912 and 1916,
the Radicals slowly began to capture political control of a number of provinces and districts,
including Santa Fe and the heavily-populated City of Buenos Aires, and also won a number of
seats in Congress. Then, in 1916, Yrigoyen decisively won control of the presidency.*

Following Yrigoyen’s remarkable victory— the first time in which all native-born males
could vote in a presidential election— Argentina embarked on her first experiment in
representative democracy. As thousands of Argentines filled the Plaza de Mayo to cheer their
president, Yrigoyen ushered in this new chapter in the nation’s political history with a rhetorical
commitment to support the 1853 Constitution, political compromise, social reconciliation,
economic progress, and added respect for the public’s will. In sharp contrast to his
predecessors, Yrigoyen also exhibited a “populist” political flair. In his bid to strengthen his

appeal among the masses, Yrigoyen harnessed state power to help negotiate employer-
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employee disputes and promote peaceful— and comparatively favorable— resolutions of
worker grievances rather than continue to repress workers’ strikes.

Yrigoyen’s approach was not without its limitations. First, despite his rhetorical
commitment to representative democracy, he simultaneously promoted a decidedly non-
pluralist vision of the nation reminiscent of the past half-century.” That is, in this culturally
diverse and socially volatile land of immigrants, Yrigoyen and other like-minded reformers tried,
as will be discussed below, to inculcate a singular patriotic spirit aimed at unifying Argentina’s
heterogeneous mix of Italian, Spanish, French, German, and, in our particular case, Jewish
newcomers. Second, despite his populist behavior and efforts to placate middle-class demands
of greater political and social access, Yrigoyen was reluctant to upset Argentina’s existing elite-
oriented economic framework— from which he, most members of his party, and the
conservative opposition derived their social standing and financial clout. From the outset,
Yrigoyen walked a fine political line: he attempted to intervene on behalf of workers just enough
to secure a reputation among unions as a friend of the working class— in order, as David Rock
points out, to prevent labor from gravitating towards the Socialist Party— yet without
threatening the nation’s powerful traditional elites and key foreign investors, both of whom
continually pressured him to eliminate popular unrest within the country.”®

For nearly two years, Yrigoyen successfully balanced these sharply competing interests.
The Russian Revolution of 1917 and the economic downturn resulting from the end of World
War | made that balancing act an even more difficult challenge. As unemployment rose and
wages failed to keep pace with the sharp upturn in postwar inflation, workers, led by the major
maritime port and railroad unions, began to mobilize in 1918 with greater vigor and frequency.”’
Hundreds of protests and strikes cropped up across the country, notably in Buenos Aires where

Yrigoyen remained indebted to working class voters. As he had since coming to power, the
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president avoided violently repressing strikes and, more often than not, intervened on the
workers’ behalf. Yrigoyen’s labor practices increasingly agitated not only local conservative
elites, but also their foreign counterparts, who began to reduce or outright withdraw their
lucrative investments from Argentina, deepening local aristocratic resentment towards
Yrigoyen. In response, conservative elites and foreign capitalists organized their most significant
political alliance since at least 1916, aimed not only at stifling worker unrest, but, more
significantly, curbing the Yrigoyen government itself.”®

On the eve of the Semana Trégica, the Radicals two-year experiment with
representative democracy faced considerable, and increasingly organized and cohesive, elite
opposition. As a consequence, labor groups and the Yrigoyen government came under far
greater scrutiny than at any point since 1916, making it more difficult for either one to
maneuver freely politically without risk of potential reprisals. It is in this context that Yrigoyen

stepped into the most dramatic and challenging moment of his presidency.

The Semana Tragica

As the Great War came to a close, Argentina experienced a sharp rise in labor unrest—
in 1918 and 1919 alone there were 563 strikes.”®> The most dramatic and violent strike began in
December 1918, when approximately 2500 workers at the Vasena and Sons Metallurgical
Factory, located at Cochabamba and Rioja Streets in the working-class neighborhood of Nueva
Pompeya, walked off the job.>* Rejecting their demands for higher wages, shorter workdays, a
six-day week, and the right to unionize, Pedro Vasena quickly hired replacements.*
Confrontations over the “scabs” between management security forces and striking workers

quickly followed, resulting in the deaths of several workers.
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In an already tense national climate of economic and social unrest, striking Vasena
workers took to the streets.*? On Saturday, January 4™ at the intersection of Avenida Alcorta
and Santo Domingo, armed Vasena workers intercepted several police-protected horse-drawn
carriages carrying replacement workers and factory supplies destined for the Nueva Pompeya
plant. A shootout ensued— the prominent daily La Prensa estimated 250 shots were fired in
all— in which one officer was killed and several other officers and strikers seriously injured.*
The next day, a similar confrontation erupted when strikers ambushed police-escorted wagons
as they turned the corner from Alvenida Alcorta onto Pepiri Street. By Monday the 6,
however, police were prepared. As strikers attempted a third ambush, the police responded
with what Mario Bravo, a Socialista member of Congress, characterized as “a true collective
shooting,” killing four strikers, injuring twenty more, and escaping unharmed.3* By that evening,
it had become clear that what had begun as a localized strike with bread and butter demands
was evolving into a national event.

In the history and memory of the Semana Tragica, Tuesday January 7 is often regarded

|II

as the “official” beginning of this Argentine tragedy.*®> To protest the recent violence directed at
the strikers and to demonstrate support for Vasena workers, workers at the Port of Buenos
Aires also went on strike. Their action interrupted the flow of imports and exports to and from
the capital, further destabilizing the city’s and the nation’s already fragile economy and
increasing conservative elites’ bitterness toward labor and toward the government for failing to
repress the workers.

Under great pressure to restore order, President Yrigoyen worked tirelessly behind the
scenes to negotiate a settlement to the Vasena strike. At the same time, he ordered Police

Chief Elpidio Gonzaléz to position squadrons of heavily armed officers at strategic points

throughout Buenos Aires, including units stationed at the Vasena plant, to guard against any
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further aggression.*® These police measures did little to bring calm to the city: shortly after 3PM
on January 7, police opened fire on a crowd of protesting workers gathered at the Vasena plant
after— it is not clear whether or not they were first provoked by the strikers— killing six and
seriously wounding thirty-four in what the moderate pro-labor and pro-Radical daily La Razdn

called “a true battle.”*’

In short, the Semana Tragica had witnessed its first major bloodbath.

City workers from all trades spontaneously poured into the streets on January 7 to
express their indignation over police aggression earlier that afternoon at the Vasena factory.
After holding an emergency party meeting, Socialista Party members also voiced their solidarity
by publicly declaring “the workers will not remain silent about the crime committed at the

38 The next day, the Federacidn Obrera Regional Argentina (FORA), the nation’s

Vasena factory.
most prominent workers’ alliance called for a general twenty-four hour strike, set for Thursday
January 9, to protest police brutality. The FORA had two principal demands: 1) a solution to the
Vasena strike satisfactory to demands of the workers; and 2) the release of all prisoners recently
detained as labor agitators. At the same time, the nation’s militant anarchist labor alliance also
called a strike to begin on January 9, although it did not stipulate a twenty-four hour limit.*

The events of January 9 proved the most catastrophic to date. At 1PM, skirmishes broke
out at the Vasena plant among strikers, private armed security guards, and newly arriving
replacement workers. To disperse belligerent strikers, security forces shot at them, as did
armed replacement workers present inside the factory, an attack which particularly infuriated
the strikers.”” By 4PM, as many as 20,000 Vasena and non-Vasena strikers descended upon the
Vasena plant and surrounded a building where 400 replacements were stationed.*! Hollering at
the scabs, or carneros as they called them, the strikers doused the building with gasoline and set

it on fire. Fortunately for the scabs, firefighters stationed nearby arrived in time to put out the

blaze. Meanwhile, Pedro Vasena immediately contacted President Yrigoyen and requested
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urgent police protection. Yrigoyen again dispatched the police, who were joined by
independent right-wing civilian vigilante groups, and together they managed only to avert one
potential human tragedy with another of their own. Along with the Vasena security forces, they
opened fire on crowds of protestors killing twenty strikers and seriously injuring at least sixty
more in the deadliest confrontation to date.*

Earlier that day, a procession of armed workers left the plant for the Chacarita cemetery
several miles away, carrying on their shoulders and on dollies the wooden coffins of their
already fallen colleagues. As they made their way through the streets of Buenos Aires, they
clashed repeatedly with police forces— confrontations near the 21* and 27" precincts were
particularly violent. In one instance, on Avenida Corrientes near Yatay Street, police and
workers exchanged fire after workers looted, ransacked, and burned the picturesque Sagrado
Corazén Church.” For conservative-minded Catholics like police functionary Octavio Pifiero, the
desecration of the church unilaterally transformed the nature and heightened the magnitude of
this conflict. He now saw it as “proof of [anarchist and foreigner] atheism and hatred of the
Catholic faith,” which he regarded as a direct assault on what he believed was argentinidad.** In
response to the church burning, police stationed on horseback at the Chacarita cemetery began
to fire upon members of the working-class funeral procession as they finally arrived to bury their
colleagues. The police killed twelve workers at Chacarita that day and subsequently denied the
remaining workers the right to bury their dead at the cemetery that day.* The Chacarita
calamity— in which police sources defended the officers as acting in self-defense— came to
symbolize the nadir of the Semana Trégica.*®

By the end of January 9, transportation services had come to a virtual halt, shops and
business had closed, and a general panic had set over Buenos Aires.*” The next day, Police Chief

Gonzaléz invited workers to end the hostilities, to which they responded by overturning and
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burning his patrol car on the corner of San Juan and Loria Streets. Under increasing pressure to
stem the violence, President Yrigoyen finally called in General Luis Dellepiane and the Armed
Forces on January 10.”® With 30,000 soldiers and hundreds of canons at his disposal, Dellepiane
ordered the army to occupy the city, concentrating their focus outside government buildings,
the stock market, police stations, banks, and the Jockey Club— the exclusive social quarters of
the city’s economic and cultural elite.”® In a country where representative government had
existed for only two years, the military’s intervention, while lasting only six days, set a significant
precedent for the future course of democracy in Argentina.>

By January 13, Dellepiane had successfully restored a semblance of order to Buenos
Aires. As commerce and transportation slowly resumed, newspapers like La Prensa, La Nacion,
and La Epoca praised Dellepiane and the armed forces for the “great help that they have
provided...in the maintenance of order” and, in a growing show of patriotism, remarked that in
all parts of the city they “have always been received with respect and affection.”>* While the
nation’s principal newspapers showered Dellepiane and the army with praise for restoring calm
to the city, the quiet pressure that government negotiators applied to Pedro Vasena to reach a
settlement with his workers was critical to Dellepiane’s ability to succeed “militarily” and should
not be overlooked. In return for security assurances from the government, Vasena finally
agreed on January 11 to all of the workers’ initial demands: a) a 20-40% wage increase, b) time-
and-a-half pay for overtime work and double-time for holidays, c) an eight-hour workday, d)
Sundays off, and e) the right to unionize.>* Finally, as part of the settlement, Police Chief
Gonzalez also agreed to release all political prisoners unjustly detained for labor reasons, the
last of the worker demands.*® The Vasena strike— and by extension all parallel strikes—
effectively ended on the night of the 11th, yet not before hundreds of Argentines had been

killed or injured.>
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The Jewish Pogrom

Although the strikes had ended, the Semana Tragica certainly had not. As Sandra
McGee Deutsch argues, the very presence of Dellepiane’s armed forces in the streets of Buenos
Aires served to strengthen the perception among nativist members of the upper and middle
classes that the government had lost control of the situation.> Like the police and military,
nativists still feared the possibility of a working-class revolution and used Yrigoyen’s January 10
call to Dellepiane and the armed forces as a pretext to take matters into their own hands.*®

Nativist vigilantes targeted immigrants as the “anarchist” and “communist” perpetrators
responsible for the violent upheavals. José Moya demonstrates in his aptly titled book Cousins
and Strangers that among their preferred “anarchist” targets were Andalusians and Catalans,
the latter of which particularly suffered at the hands of these vigilantes during the Semana
Tréagica.”” Beginning in 1909, when Russian-born Jewish anarchist Simon Radowitsky
assassinated Police Chief Ramdn L. Falcén, and escalating in the aftermath of the 1917 Bolshevik
Revolution, their other chosen group were the rusos or (Eastern European) Jews.

Between January 10-14, with the army in the streets, armed nativist groups like the
Comité Nacional de la Juventud (National Committee of Youth), Los Defensores del Orden (The
Defenders of Order), La Guardia Blanca (The White Guard) and La Legion Civica (The Civic
Legion) posted flyers and held rallies in plazas throughout Buenos Aires denouncing anarchists,
immigrants, and, particularly, Jews.*® Crying “Foreigners Out,” “Death to the Anarchists,” and
“Death to the Jews,” protestors marched through the streets of the capital singing the national
anthem and “caza al ruso” (“ruso hunt” or “Jew hunt”) as they prepared to attack working-class,
and primarily Jewish, neighborhoods such as Once and Villa Crespo.*® On January 10 alone, the

worst day of the pogrom, nativist vigilantes defaced many Jewish community institutions,
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attacked the Jewish Theater Association, burned the Moises Hess Library and the offices of two
Jewish socialist newspapers (Avangard and Poalei Zion), vandalized Jewish businesses and
homes, and harassed, beat, and raped individual Jews in the streets.®

Jews and non-Jews provided numerous first-hand accounts of the pogrom. José
Mendelson, then a young Jewish immigrant reporter who would become a prominent
intellectual within the Jewish community, recounted how vigilantes— reminiscent of the
nineteenth-century pogroms in Eastern Europe— shaved the long beards of Orthodox Jewish
men and forced older Jews to strip naked in the streets.®* Abraham Kériman, the secretary of
the Jewish Comité Central de las Victimas de la Guerra (the Central Committee of War Victims)
decried in the Yiddish press the anti-Semitic “...barbarians who acted so brutally, attacking
homes, rounding up hundreds and hundreds of peaceful citizens, vilely swearing, merely
because the Jew had the misfortune of having a beard; [they also] mistreated and beat

762

defenseless women and children.””" La Razdn spoke of house “walls riddled from bullets, doors

destroyed...pale-faced and gloomy women, and crying children....one could hardly believe that
one was in Buenos Aires.”®
In his 1929 memoir Nightmare, Pedro Wald, who in 1919 was a thirty year-old carpenter

and Jewish socialist writer for the Yiddish-speaking Di Presse, described how vigilante mobs had
ordered unconscious and semi-conscious Jews (whom they had already beaten) to sing the
Argentine national anthem; when the Jewish victims failed to move or respond, they were
further beaten.®® In his 1951 memoir, the non-Jewish Argentine writer Juan Carulla recalled
witnessing the pogrom on Viamonte Street in the heart of Once:

The sound of furniture and drawers violently being hurled onto the street was mixed with

shouts of ‘Death to the Jews! Death to the Anarchists!” From time to time, old bearded men

and disheveled women would pass before my eyes. | will never forget the pale face and

suppliant look of one as he was being dragged along by a pair of teenagers, as well as that of

a sobbing child clinging to the ripped old black long coat of another one of those poor devils.
Not without [a sense of] repugnance, | diverted my stare from that shocking scene, only to
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fixate it on other similar scenes, given that the disturbances incited by the attack on Jewish
homes and businesses had spread to various surrounding blocks.®

Vigilante groups like the Comité Nacidnal de la Juventud (CNJ) and the Defensores del
Orden (DDO) counted on the sympathy and even cooperation of the police and military. The
CNJ often held their meetings at police and military installations, including one on January 11 at
the Centro Naval— the navy’s headquarters in Buenos Aires— where the 800 members in
attendance offered their services, in a public statement, to General Dellepiane and Police Chief
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Gonzaléz for the “maintenance of order.”” Sensing that the military already had the week’s

violence under control, Dellepiane decided their help would not be required, yet nonetheless
thanked them publicly for their “patriotic offering.”®’

Dellepiane’s response to the CNJ suggested that he recognized and respected the need
for a democracy— especially a nascent democracy— to maintain a rhetorical boundary between
official security forces and any armed civilian groups. In fact, by publicly honoring yet ultimately
declining the CNJ’s “patriotic offering,” Dellepiane had skillfully avoided a military-vigilante
union without ever alienating the CNJ politically or socially. At the same time, Dellepiane left
open the possibility of a future military-vigilante partnership. In his concluding remarks, he
“applauded, in the name of the people, the beautiful attitude that [the CNJ] had assumed” and

“requested that they remain united in the event of unforeseen incidents.”®®

His request for
future CNJ assistance should be taken seriously given that Dellepiane, while chief of government
security during the Semana Tragica, also served as a personal advisor to the CNJ and sat on the
board of the Defensores del Orden.*

Among military and police personnel, Dellepiane was far from alone in sympathizing or
joining with these armed civilian groups.” What is more, there was little attempt to hide these

connections; on the contrary, as a reading of Argentina’s principal dailies over the course of the

Semana Tragica demonstrates, many military and police officials openly associated with such
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groups, whom they admired for their commitment to “order” and their expressions of

“argentinidad.””" In his 1952 account of the Semana Tragica, then police commissioner José
Ramdn Romariz even maintained that the Yrigoyen government “not only authorized police
personnel to join the ranks of the Liga [Patriotica Argentina]’?, but also permitted the Liga’s

73 Although Romariz’s remarks in 1952 were likely

branches to meet in the respective precincts.
intended to discredit Yrigoyen historically, they represent the words of a high-ranking police
figure who recalled a significant degree of sympathy and cooperation between the Buenos Aires
police, the government, and right-wing vigilante groups at the time of the Semana Trégica.
Several first-hand accounts from January 1919 also pointed to unequivocal police
cooperation and involvement in the pogrom itself. Mendelson reported in a Yiddish paper on
January 10 of the violent abuses that took place at the 7" and 9™ precincts in Once after police
that day arrested scores of suspected Jewish “anarchists:”
[The police] beat and beat the Jews, methodically torturing them...to prolong their suffering
without end. Because of the fatigue [involved in] whipping, fifty men alternated on each
Jew, such that the beatings continued from morning until afternoon, from sunset through
the night, and from night until daybreak...With matches, they burned the knees of arrested
Jews while piercing their open wounds and white bodies with pins...In the 7™ precinct,
soldiers, vigilantes, and judges locked Jews in the bathrooms, where they urinated in their
mouths. The torturers crudely cursed while the Argentine police and the soldiers completed
their tasks.”
In an open letter dated January 17 in the Yiddish newspaper Di Presse, Kériman of the local
Jewish Central Committee of War Victims held “the police responsible for the brutalities
perpetrated.”” In particular, he criticized the police for “support[ing] the false patriots, who
with Argentine flags in hand and humming the national anthem, marched through Jewish
neighborhoods shouting ‘out with the Jews, the rusos, the foreigners’, etc. All these savage
episodes were [either] committed or supported by the police...””®

Writing in Yiddish to an exclusively Jewish audience, Mendelson and Kériman likely

enjoyed a sense of literary freedom, if not also a sense of personal protection, that enabled
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them to speak out so openly and straightforwardly. Yet many Spanish-language accounts
document the psychological and physical torment inflicted by the police upon Jews. One
particularly ‘celebrated’ case involved Pedro Wald, the Jewish socialist writer who was falsely—
many argued ridiculously— accused by the police of being the “future president of a maximalist
republic” in Argentina. In a January 16 interview at her home with La Razdn, Wald’s fiancée
Rosa Wainstein recanted her experience in a police jail after she and Wald had been arrested
walking together on Avenida Corrientes on January 10, the first day of the Jewish pogrom.
Although never harmed physically, she spoke of being verbally tormented at the precinct about
having been “imprisoned for being rusa” — which here meant for being Jewish— and described
how officers continually insulted her as they flashed her “terrifying pictures of Tzarist Russia
featuring soldiers and rural prisoners.””’

Her fiancé fared even worse. In a January 24 congressional session largely devoted to
the Semana Tragica, Socialista congressman Mario Bravo stood up and energetically spoke out
against police brutality, notably the mistreatment of Argentine Jews. At one point, he
graphically described the abuses suffered by Pedro Wald, who had become a Semana Tragica
symbol of anti-Semitic police cruelty, at the 7 precinct in Once: “...and like that they jabbed his
back with pins, slapped him in the face, pulled his hair, beat his fingers with a drawn sword, and
then the punishment reached a point of such refinement, perversity, and sensuousness [that

they] burn[ed] his nails with matches...””®

The direct and violent nature of police involvement in
the pogrom, coupled with the perceived lack of accountability and justice, played a major role in

how Argentine Jews responded to the Semana Tragica and also greatly shaped the memories,

expectations, and legacies that they carried forward.
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Jewish Reactions to the Pogrom

On January 25, after nearly two weeks of sustained protest activity by a number
of diverse Jewish groups, the leaders of the Comité de la Colectividad Israelita— a new
Jewish umbrella organization founded on January 19— met privately with President
Yrigoyen. In the name of Argentina’s “150,000 Israelitas,” they presented Yrigoyen with
a three paragraph statement that decried “the atmosphere of hate directed at the
country’s entire Jewish population” and respectfully implored the president and his
government to “put an end to the false and terrible legend that has been created
surrounding the Jewish community, placing in doubt her loyalty and peaceful spirit.” "

Yrigoyen listened attentively and promised to take all necessary measures to
see that the culprits of the pogrom were apprehended and that such an abhorrent
episode never again occur. Yet before the Jewish delegation left his office, Yrigoyen also
added that they should have come to see him “in the capacity of Argentine citizens and

80 Surprised by the president’s remarks,

not in the name of the Jewish community.
Rabbi Samuel Jalfon, a principal leader of the delegation, reminded Yrigoyen that the
vigilante attacks in neighborhoods like Once and Villa Crespo “had been directed against
the Jewish population of the country” and not against “Argentine citizens.”®"

That exchange illuminated two interrelated facets surrounding the nature and
expectations of what it meant to be “Argentine” around the time of the Semana Tragica.
First, it reflected the government’s, if not the nation’s non-pluralist civic ideal: on the
heels of the country’s worst anti-Semitic moment in its then young history, the
president enthusiastically received a Jewish delegation and rhetorically undertook to do

all he could to protect the nation’s Jewish minority, yet delicately reminded the Jewish

delegation of Argentina’s civic intolerance for what in the United States might be



described as hyphenated ethnic identity. Like other political and intellectual reformers
in the post-1916 era, Yrigoyen’s notion of representative democracy in this volatile
nation made up of different races, ethnicities, and nationalities was imbued with a civic
and culturally homogenizing patriotic quality. That is, given the massive number of
immigrants in Argentina, Yrigoyen felt— not unlike what visionaries Juan Alberdi and
Domingo Sarmiento had in the nineteenth century— that the success of the nation’s
democratic experiment hinged upon the cultural prospects of creating, to borrow from
Matthew Karush, Argentine “citizens out of the country’s heterogeneous masses.”**

Second, the exchange between Yrigoyen and the Jewish delegation suggested
that the philosophical and strategic choices available to Argentine Jews were clearly
being shaped by those very political, demographic, and cultural forces underpinning
Argentina’s nascent democracy. Although Rabbi Jalfon and the Jewish delegation
objected to the president’s efforts to curb their Jewishness, they had since the pogrom
actively articulated a protest strategy predicated upon the seamless integration of Jews
into national society, a strategy in which they themselves did little to accentuate their
own Jewishness. Despite whatever reservations they may have had, Jalfon and the
Jewish delegation appeared keenly aware of the growing connection among nationality,
citizenship, and democracy in Argentina that strongly encouraged the acceptance of a
non-pluralist patriotic spirit among all her inhabitants.

At the time of the pogrom, a central Jewish umbrella group did not yet exist; the
Comité de la Colectividad Israelita was formed one week later and it was not until 1935
that the Delegacion de Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas (DAIA) was established. As
head of Argentina’s oldest Jewish congregation (CIRA), which had been founded in 1862

by relatively well-to-do and secular-minded Western European immigrants, Rabbi Jalfon
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stepped into that vacuum and assumed the lead among Jews in publicizing and
protesting the recent vigilante attacks.® After receiving public assurances on January
12 from Police Inspector General Franscisco Laguarda that “all necessary measures have
been adopted to protect the Jewish community from any type of disorder” — assurances
that proved a little premature given that the attacks on Jews continued until the 14" —
Jalfon and CIRA helped sponsor, in partnership with the Federacion Sionista, two public
letters of protest, the first on January 12 and a second, far more significant one on the
15th.84

The tone, contents, and target audience of both letters underscored the approach that
Argentina’s more affluent, longstanding, and mainstream Jewish groups would adopt in name of
the entire Jewish community; that approach was based on making the argument that the vast
majority of Jews were hardworking and peaceful patriots. Both letters portrayed the Jewish
population as an industrious, stable, and dutiful group of “merchants, professionals, peaceful
artisans, and [agricultural] colonists who have worked for dozens of years in all areas [dedicated
to] the progress of the country and whose children serve in the nation’s army.” Second, as they
enshrined the Jewish population in age-old national values, they further urged that “the great
Argentine community” not confuse those “extremist elements” present in all Argentine “foreign
communities...with the large and peaceful Jewish citizenry of this country.”® The CIRA-led
coalition appeared then just as willing as the next Argentine to cast blame upon the “anarchists”
and “maximalists,” if it meant protecting and promoting its own social and cultural standing in
Argentine society.

The goals and strategies of the CIRA-led coalition— which now came to include the

Federacion Sionista, the Moroccan Congregacion Israelita Latina, the Comité Central de la

Educacion Israelita en la Argentina, Kériman’s Central Committee for Jewish Victims of War, the
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Juventud Israelita (Jewish Youth), the (Ashkenazi) Jewish burial society, and a number of mutual
aid and educational organizations— crystallized in its remarkable letter of January 15.%® In an
unprecedented call to all Argentines entitled “150,000 Israelitas to the People of the Republic,”
the coalition released a stirring declaration published by all the nation’s major newspapers
which aimed to interweave the Jewish community into the social and cultural fabric of the
Argentine conscience.®” Borrowing verbatim from the Argentine Constitution, the letter opened
by “invoking ‘the protection of God, source of all reason and justice’” and went on to call upon
all Argentines to rally behind “the benefits of liberty” and “the institutions [that] we have
invariably respected.”®®

Two things were immediately evident. First, the letter’s divine or spiritual injunctions—
God was again mentioned later in the text— were neither expressly Jewish nor Catholic, but
rather universal. That was telling of both the CIRA-led coalition and of Argentine society in
1919. As a relatively established, well-off, and secular-minded federation of Jewish groups
whose objective was to promote greater social acceptance and integration of Jews into
Argentine society, the coalition was less interested in dwelling on “things Jewish” than in
embracing “things Argentine.” In a country where the making of patriotic Argentine citizenry
constituted a quasi-official, if not also popular immigrant cultural program, this Jewish coalition
preferred to endorse that national idea, particularly after the scare of the Semana Trégica.
Moreover, it also recognized that while 90-95% of Argentines were Catholic and the Church held
considerable economic, political, and cultural sway in the country, many Argentines, especially
portefios, identified closely with liberal, secular norms embodied in Alberdi and Sarmiento’s
civic-republican legacy and historic Law 1420 of 1884, which mandated non-religious education

in all public schools.®
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Second, the letter skillfully appealed to freedom, the flag, and the Constitution, broad
national values and symbols that crossed political and ideological boundaries.” Building on the
letter’s opening invocation, it went on to “praise the hospitable Constitution, the generous Flag
[capital theirs], and the illustrious temperament of the young and virile people (pueblo) that

791 Repeated

does not yet know how to hate, and who protects our great dream of liberty.
references to enlightened republican concepts such as liberty and constitutions arguably helped
the authors gain legitimacy in the eyes of their targeted non-Jewish audience, notably upper-
class Argentines, who historically esteemed things “European.” In making immediate and
repeated mention of the Constitution, the letter also potentially reinforced the cultural
perception, accurate or not, of Jews as a law-centered people. Finally, their decision to pair
“hospitable” with “Constitution” enabled the authors to laud the generosity of Argentines, while
insuring that such generosity required the inclusion of Jews and other foreigners into the
national fold. And in case any reader glossed over that nuance, the authors made it
unmistakably clear when they proclaimed: “The Argentine Republic is our adopted homeland.”*
The Jewish coalition’s decision to portray Argentines— on the heels of the previous
week’s “unforgivable crime” — as a “young and virile people that does not yet know how to
hate” also speaks to the tendency among Argentine politicians and intellectuals in 1919 to
sanitize the presence of anti-Semitism in Argentina. In one familiar instance on January 16, just
a day after the CIRA-sponsored letter was published, Conservative Congressman Carlos Melo
lobbied in the press for tougher new immigration laws that would require all prospective
newcomers to arrive in Argentina with a clean criminal record; after putting forward his well-
received argument, he concluded by asserting that “there is not nor has there ever been
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xenophobia in Argentina. The CIRA-led coalition seemed aware that such sentiments and

attitudes suffused the nation’s collective consciousness, which likely contributed to its decision



38

to adopt as non-threatening, non-abrasive, and inclusionary strategy as possible; indeed, its
January 15 letter was careful to address all non-Jewish Argentines “of all conditions, of all
classes, [and] affiliated with all political parties.”94

And yet if the coalition strategically avoided alienating any non-Jewish Argentines, it
simultaneously excluded, or purposely chose not to include, Jewish working class groups among
the “150,000 Israelitas” it purported to represent. Not a single representative of a Jewish
worker group, writes Jewish Argentine historian and labor sympathizer Boleslao Lewin, figured
in the CIRA-sponsored coalition.” That might explain why both CIRA-sponsored letters spoke
only of Jewish “merchants, professionals, and artisans;” by tactically avoiding mention of, say,
Jewish metallurgical, railroad, furniture, or textile factory workers, CIRA arguably felt that there
was less of risk of further conjuring up images of Jews as “anarchists” and “maximalists” in the
minds of non-Jewish Argentines so soon after the Semana Tragica.

Although it excluded urban workers in its two letters, the coalition nonetheless included
Jewish agricultural “colonists” alongside “merchants, professionals, and artisans.” Were these
farmers any less “working class” than urban factory workers? In short, socio-economically no,
yet culturally yes. Although colonists living in rural towns like Moisesville were no better off
economically than Jewish city workers, culturally they far better personified— as newcomers
toiling the prized pampas— the genre of immigrants that Argentine officials historically and
romantically associated with European ideals of “progress” and “development.” Far removed
from the urban labor disturbances and bearers of more fabled cultural standing, colonists posed
little social or cultural threat to Jewish merchants and professionals in Buenos Aires at the time
of the pogrom. On the contrary, these Yidishe Gauchos— as famous (Jewish) Argentine writer

Alberto Gerchunoff christened them at the time of the nation’s majestic 1910 centennial
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celebration— arguably only facilitated Jewish merchant and professional access into higher
Argentine society.

The coalition’s decision to exclude mention of Jewish factory workers from either of its
two letter certainly was conditioned by the recent violence and bloodshed that gripped Buenos
Aires. Yet it also reflected the more affluent Western European Jews’ longer-standing cultural
aversion towards poorer Eastern European Jews— independent of the Semana Tragica.
Although Jews of Western European origin, notably French Jews, had provided Russian, Polish,
Ukrainian, and Hungarian Jewish newcomers with considerable financial and social support after
those latter groups had arrived in Argentina after the turn-of-the-century, they were
uncomfortable, if not embarrassed by these poorer, untidy, religious-looking, and politically
vocal shtet/ immigrants.”® In effect, they shared Argentine patriarch Juan Alberdi’s articulation
of “Europe” and “European immigration” rooted in Western notions of “order, science, liberty,
and the art of wealth” on display in cities like London, Paris, and Berlin and not Minsk, Lodz, or
Kiev.

In Welcoming the Undesirables, Jeffrey Lesser explains how Caucasian Eastern European
Jewish immigrants arriving in Brazil during the interwar period forced government officials and
society in general to re-evaluate their notions of what it meant to be “white” and “European.”®’
A similar process was at work in Argentina where many Western European Jews, like their non-
Jewish social and cultural counterparts, frowned upon the arrival after the turn-of-the-century
of tens of thousands of Russian, Polish, Ukrainian, and Hungarian Jews precisely because these
newcomers did not correspond to the vision of “European” that, say, Argentina’s founding
fathers had in mind when they drew up Article 25 of the 1853 Constitution.”® Western
European Jews also came to fear— suggesting that they had internalized and projected non-

Jewish Argentine ideas about rusos, yet from a place of insecurity— that the arrival of those
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Eastern Europeans would provoke a rise in anti-Semitism and, thereby, undermine their more
respected standing in Argentine society. The Semana Tragica suggests that their first concern
held true.”

Not surprisingly, Jewish labor groups reacted to the pogrom quite differently. In his
valuable 1971 study of the Semana Tragica, Nachum Solominsky argues that Jewish working
class groups responded more assertively and in decidedly more Jewish fashion than their CIRA-
led counterparts. Pointing to a January 14 editorial in Di Idische Tzditung that called upon all
members of the community to “react calmly and consciously as proud Jews” and resist any
temptation to “feel defeated,” Solominsky praises the Yiddish newspaper’s more “dignified”
Jewish stance “before the enemy” just as he criticizes the CIRA-sponsored January 15 letter for
being too docile and acquiescent.’® Although Solominsky fails to take into account that the
Yiddish newspaper had greater literary freedom to invoke notions of Jewish pride and solidarity
precisely because its audience was entirely Jewish, he also expressed a sentiment shared among
working-class Jews, some of whom adopted far more assertive and critical Spanish-language
protests than those employed by the CIRA-led coalition. Days after nativist vigilantes torched
the Poalei Zion library on Ecuador street in the Jewish barrio of Once, Marcos Paryszewski,
director of the proletariat socialist Zionist group, spoke out forecefully in both La Prensa and La
Razdn against the specter of anti-Semitism in Argentina, notably the tendency to characterize
Poalei Zion workers in particular and Argentine Jews in general as “elements of disorder.”
Insisting that “Poalei Zion has never embraced...maximalismo,” he publicly lamented that “once
again, we Jews have paid with our lives the ‘crime’ of being Jews— in many parts of the world
because they hate us, here because they confuse us with maximalistas or with some other

sect 7101
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Like Paryszewski, the Jewish bundist-socialist worker association Avangard also
condemned the “slanderous maximalista” ruse employed in Argentina “as a pretext to attack
workers in general and Jews in particular.” Of all Jewish groups, Avangard, in part because one
of its leaders, Pedro Wald, had been accused and tortured for being the president of a fictitious
Bolshevik republic in Argentina, exhibited the least desire to placate police, government or
public social and cultural sensibilities. Whereas the CIRA-led coalition appeared to dance
around the question of police brutality, Avangard assailed “the police and military not only for
permit[ting] the criminal pogrom against the Jews, but for [allowing] their weapons” to be used
by vigilante groups “to perpetuate these savage actions.” Moreover, it castigated the Radical
government for ‘allowing’ the “caza del ruso” or “Jew hunt” to occur on Argentine soil,
symbolically comparing the Yrigoyen administration to the “Tsarist government of Russia” with
its misplaced “pogromist policies.” %

In continuing to describe, in the very same protest letter, the abuses arbitrarily arrested
Jews, including Wald, suffered during the pogrom, Avangard employed the terms “inquisitional

treatment” and “inquisitionally tortured.”*®

That choice of words arguably reflected not only
their current frustration with the police and the Yrigoyen administration, but, equally
significantly, their bitter sense of disillusionment— as workers, immigrants (or children of
immigrants) and, particularly, as Jews— with the “Argentine dream” in the aftermath of the
Semana Trégica. Since the 1850s, Argentina’s patriarchs had always sought to project an air of
freedom and equality on par constitutionally with the United States, England, and France. Most
immigrants, perhaps Jews even more so given their or their predecessors past experiences in
Eastern Europe, cherished the promises of liberty and protection made in the independence

articles of 1811 that prominently declared that “each man has the liberty to remain in the

territory of the State;” the Provisional Statutes of 1815 and the 1825 Constitution that
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guaranteed all inhabitants “life, fame, liberty, equality, property, and security;” or the 1853
Constitution and 1876 Immigration Law that championed the right of all inhabitants “to freely

practice their religion.”***

Moreover, such constitutional guarantees could only have appeared
more propitious to these immigrants following the recent passage of the Sdenz Pefia Reform of
1912 and the onset in 1916 of representative democracy— particularly after the earlier passage
in 1902 and 1910, respectively, of the restrictive anti-anarchist and anti-foreigner Law of
Residency and Law of Social Defense.'®

No doubt, the atrocities of January 1919, on the heels of World War |, represented a
violent psychological blow for all Argentines (immigrants included) that pierced the nation’s
collective psyche. For pro-democratic forces, the arbitrary violence constituted a violation of
the aforementioned constitutional guarantees and the political and electoral achievements in
place since 1912. For pro-democratic forces of Eastern European Jewish descent like Avangard,
they also symbolized the appearance on the streets of this great South American republic the
buried specter of violent Russian anti-Semitism. Certainly there had been significant anti-
Semitic episodes in Argentina before the Semana Tragica—Julian Martel’s 1890 publication of La
Bolsa blaming Jews for the nation’s banking debacle and the mini-pogrom in Once on May 14,

1910 are two of the more infamous examples.'%

However the nature and magnitude of the
recent violence, made worse by the visible cooperation between nativist vigilante groups and
the police, signified a historical turning point for these and many other Argentine Jews.

By linking the Semana Trégica and the Spanish Inquisition, Avangard found a way to
rationalize how such a tragedy could have occurred in “free, equal, and secure” Argentina.
Rather than regard it as some freak aberration alien to her constitutional and cultural fabric,

Avangard implicated Argentina by arguing that it was in fact a latent historical extension of her

violent and discriminatory Hispanic past. Other Jewish voices joined Avangard in resuscitating
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the Spanish “Black Legend:” to make the case that the events of the Semana Tragica were
actually far worse than any Russian pogrom, the young Jewish immigrant reporter Jose
Mendelson argued on January 10 (the worst day of the pogrom) that the events of January 1919
“could only be compared with the inquisitional methods that Argentina’s ‘motherland’

197 | disputing Argentina’s

employed, which perhaps were transmitted to her by heritage.
venerable national self-image as overly-righteous and artificial, both Avangard and Mendelson
rejected Congressman Melo’s January 16 contention that “there is no nor has there ever been
xenophobia in Argentina” as well as CIRA’s January 15 assertion that Argentines do “not yet
know how to hate.”

Angered and disappointed as Avangard was with the Yrigoyen government, the police,
and the nation’s constitutional guarantees, it was not prepared to renounce the “Argentine
dream” nor its adopted homeland. On the contrary, Avangard concluded its protest with an

upbeat, impassioned socialist call for “a better life in Argentina.”m8

Such constructive optimism
suggested that however great their disillusionment with Argentina was after the Semana
Tragica, Avangard not only still confided in its new patria, but appeared even more determined
than before January 1919 to exercise its political and social rights as nationals to foster a more
compassionate and just Argentina. And therein lies the letter’s great paradox: the very
Argentine government that Avangard castigated so severely for allowing the “caza del ruso” to
unfold was the same one that only three years earlier had brought broad-based representative
democracy to all (male) Argentines, and the same one which now afforded less mainstream

Jewish immigrant labor groups like Avangard the political tools to protest more openly and

demand greater representation and a better life in Argentina.

Reactions of non-Jewish Argentines
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In the week after they published the January 15 letter, CIRA and the Federacién Sionista
spearheaded the creation of the Comité de la Colectividad Israelita as an expanded version of
the existing CIRA-led coalition (Jewish working class associations like Poalei Zion and Avangard,
however, still chose not or were not invited to join). The Comité sought to establish a more
formal institutional Jewish protective body as the turmoil of the Semana Tragica reached its
end.'® The Comité’s first order of business was to compose and deliver to the nation’s
authorities a seven-point declaration in the name of the country’s “150,000 Israelitas,” which
principally called upon the government to: 1) bring about an immediate end to the violence and
suffering of the Jewish community at the hands of civilian and police groups; 2) immediately
release all innocent Jews falsely arrested; 3) carry out a complete investigation into the pogrom
and insure full justice; and 4) clarify for the Argentine public that the Jewish community was not
responsible for the recent tragic events.™™

In addition to meetings with the president, the Comité attempted to arrange individual
audiences with high-ranking government officials. Enlisting the help of non-Jewish Socialista
congressman Alfredo Palacios, they arranged for Palacios to accompany a Jewish delegation
headed by Diario Israelita editors Leon Mass and Mauricio Sprinberg to meet with General

Dellepiane.'"

Why have Palacios accompany the Jewish delegation? Of course, Palacios, a
respected politician, lent instant credibility to the Jewish delegation. But as Sprinberg recalled
in 1978— at ninety-one years of age— the 1919 meeting with Dellepiane, it may not only have
been an issue of credibility, but also one of accessibility: “We [Comité leaders] immediately
understood, that under the circumstances [the Semana Tragica], an exclusively Jewish
delegation would not have had the chance to make itself heard.”**

After meeting with the Comité delegation, General Dellepiane issued a remarkable

internal memo addressed to the Central Police Department and all police precincts, which later
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was made public. In it, he notified all police officers “to draw a clear distinction between...the
peaceful and hardworking members of the Jewish community, who have contributed in every
way to the progress and greatness of the Republic...[and] the criminals whose attacks we

113 Coming from the commander of all security forces in Buenos Aires,

continue to suppress.
Dellepiane’s message carried tremendous political and social weight— conceivably, it alone
could have put a stop to the pogrom in Once and Villa Crespo.

It is difficult to assess the sincerity of Dellepiane’s support of the Jewish delegation, but
it is worth recalling that at the very moment that he welcomed the Jewish delegation to his
office, he also sat on the board and served as personal advisor for two nativist vigilante
groups— the Comité Nacional de la Juventud (CNJ) and the Defensores del Orden (DDO).
Moreover, just a day before praising the “peaceful and hardworking members of the Jewish
community,” he had, as we have seen, publicly “applauded, in the name of the [Argentine]
people, the beautiful attitude that [the CNJ] had assumed.”™"* Although these apparently
conflicting responses suggest a measure of ambivalence, perhaps they better illustrate that
Dellepiane was not only an adept military leader, but also a skillful politician keenly aware of his
particular audiences and the complexity of the situation.

Dellepiane’s underlying concern, however, was not the “peaceful and hardworking
members of the Jewish community,” but the deleterious Jewish “anarchists” in their midst.
During his same meeting with Comité leaders, he cautioned them against the dangers those
“anarchists” posed, and then publicly reiterated his warning in a February interview with the
Jewish monthly Vida Nuestra. When asked, as Vida Nuestra did of thirty prominent Argentine
politicians and intellectuals, “do you believe that the Jewish community is responsible for the
violent episodes of the last strike [the Semana Tragica],” Dellepiane replied: “I do not believe

that the Jewish collective had anything to do with the incidents that occurred, but it would be
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very timely, as | previously had the pleasure of communicating to one of the gentlemen [of the
Palacios-Jewish delegation]...[to remind] the Jewish collective that it energetically reject those
adventurers in its midst who are seeking to infiltrate it, and who risk upsetting the level of
protection and tolerance she has enjoyed.”**®
Dellepiane’s warning mattered for two reasons. First, it implied that the fate,
safety, and acceptance of the peaceful and hardworking Jewish majority in Argentine
society was inextricably tied to the violent and “anti-Argentine” Jewish “anarchist”
minority; so long as the former did not work to expose and stifle the latter, the entire
Jewish community remained at risk socially and culturally. The CIRA-led coalition’s
failure to mention Jewish “workers” in its January 12 and January 15, and its efforts to
denounce and distance itself from all “extremist elements within our community,”
suggest that the coalition was not only aware of Argentine attitudes like Dellepiane’s,
but possibly shared them as well.
Dellepiane’s warning also emphasized the murky boundaries between who were
seen as anarchists and who as Argentine. This ambiguity became more evident
following a January 21 Comité meeting, which was arranged with the help of
sympathetic and outspoken Radical congressman Francisco Beird, with Cornelio

Moyano, Argentina’s Minister of Interior."*®

As with Dellepiane, the Comité pressed
Moyano to respond to their seven-point declaration. When the Minister promised them
“the broadest and fairest investigation” of the pogrom, Comité leaders furnished him
with a prepared list that purported to include a description of all Argentine Jews
attacked during the recent pogrom, but which intentionally made no mention of
persecuted Jewish “anarchists” and included only “good-standing” members of the
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community.”" A few weeks later, at the request of the Minister, Police Chief Gonzaléz
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invited Comité leaders to the central Police Department. There, he informed the Jewish
delegation that “50 percent of the Jewish victims mentioned on the memorandum
delivered by the collective [Comité] to the Minister of Interior are anarchists and white
slave traders.”'*®

In classifying half of those “good-standing” members of the Jewish community as
anarchists and sex traffickers, Gonzaléz called into question the Comité’s definition of a
culturally acceptable “Argentine,” and also underscored the challenges in determining who
exactly the arbiters of that judgment were. Moreover, Gonzaléz’s remarks also called into
question the Comité’s entire Semana Tragica protest strategy: even though it had repeatedly
sought— in its letters of January 12 and 15, in its seven-point declaration, and, most recently, in
its meetings with Dellepiane and Moyano— to distance itself from Jewish individuals or groups
whom it perceived, or felt others might perceive, as threats to its social and cultural standing in
Argentine society, Gonzaléz's reaction revealed just how arbitrary and fragile such a strategy
could be. Perhaps recognizing this, Comité leaders opted not to object, or at least not strongly
object, to Gonzaléz’s exaggerated claim, yet the fact remained that Gonzaléz, Dellepiane, and
Moyano had very different notions than Comité leaders about who belonged to that “peaceful
and hardworking” Jewish majority.

The Comité’s decision not to contest Gonzaléz’s response did not sit well with
Jewish labor groups like Poalei Zion and Avangard, particularly since some of their

119 Jewish labor

members were among those the police chief had classified as anarchists.
groups responded by organizing their own adaptation of the Comité, which they called
the Partido Israelita Argentina (PIA). In the weeks after the Semana Tragica, the PIA

held a number of protests, speaking out on behalf of the Jewish community and

denouncing the pogrom. Their most noteworthy protest, an open forum for all Jewish



48

Argentines held on February 26 at Garibaldi Hall on Sarmiento Street in the heart of
Buenos Aires, was organized “to express the indignation of the Jewish Argentine
community against the gratuitous slander that has been leveled against her, [namely]
the accusation of having originated the notorious public occurrences that unfolded this
past January.”'?°

The Garibaldi forum illustrated the connection between the pogrom, politics,
and national identity in Argentina. It featured three keynote speakers— prominent
Congressmen Elias Dandn, Juan José de Soiza Reilly, and Francisco Pinedo— each of
whom, with the pending metropolitan elections on their minds, expressed their
sympathy and support for the Jewish community. Speaking first, Dandn, a member of
the governing Radical Party, an Argentine Jew, and editor of the modest newspaper Idea
Nacional, apologized for the events of the Semana Tragica, yet did so without politically
implicating President Yrigoyen and his administration. Rather than blame the Radicals,
he took aim at a far more convenient political and emotional target: Police Chief
Gonzaléz. Without reminding his audience that Yrigoyen had been the one who had
appointed Gonzaléz, he admonished the police captain for “disgracing the Jewish
community by foolishly stating that [it was composed] of individuals of questionable
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legal character. To the satisfaction of many of those gathered at Garibaldi Hall, he

went on to accuse “the Chief of Police” — in regard to his recent claim that fifty percent

of the Jews on the Comité de la Colectividad’s list of pogrom victims were anarchists and

sex traffickers— “of inventing a lie.”**

In line with Dandn’s efforts to convince his voting audience that the Semana

Tragica “does not implicate the [Radical] party,” the other two keynotes— Socialistas
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Soiza Reilly and Pinedo— also made valuable political use of the Garibaldi forum.™* For
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his part, Soiza Reilly, an esteemed Argentine journalist turned politician, praised the
“socialist spirit” of the Jewish community, underscored the special bond it had forged
with his Socialista colleague Alfredo Palacios, and concluded by urging Jews to exercise

“their representation, their voice, and their vote.”*?*

Given the political heat under
which Yrigoyen and the Radicals found themselves during and after the Semana Trégica,
Soiza Reilly hoped here to persuade Jewish workers (and Argentine Jews in general) to
vote Socialista and, in the process, usurp some of the key urban working class support
that the Radicals had enjoyed during the 1916 and more recent 1918 congressional
elections.

In this new post-1912 era of universal male suffrage and representative
democracy, Soiza Reilly’s efforts to persuade Jews to vote Socialista certainly reflected a
savvy party strategy; it is quite conceivable that he delivered the same partisan message
to all Argentine working class “ethnic” communities that he visited. Yet his remarks
urging Jews to exercise “their representation, their voice, and their vote” also reflected
a subtle push for the Jewish community to integrate further into Argentine society.

Both he and, particularly, his colleague Francisco Pinedo regarded any efforts by the
Jewish community to accentuate their cultural particularity, especially in the aftermath
of the Semana Tragica, as detrimental to its future safety and well-being, not to mention
antithetical to the nation’s non-pluralist, integrationist project.

Of the three speakers, Pinero best articulated his party and the nation’s vision of
building a unified national community. Before the all-Jewish Garibaldi crowd, which
certainly regarded Pinedo as a political friend, he boldly remarked that the existence of
specifically Jewish groups— like, for instance, the very Partido Israelita Argentina which

had organized this protest and invited him to speak— was “ideologically inconsistent



50

with the international socialist [movement] and Argentine civismo.”**

Normally, the
Argentine Socialist Party would never consent, he continued, to send a speaker to a
“Nacional idiomdtica” organization— that is, a minority or immigrant organization
practicing or promoting a foreign language, a foreign history, or any other “non-
Argentine” traditions, beliefs, and values. The party made an exception here, he
explained, because of the “special circumstance” surrounding this gathering, namely the
recent pogrom.*?®

As guest speaker, Pinedo was not about to offend the Jewish community in its
own backyard and, therefore, tempered his comments further by adding, “in light of the

»127 Byt even that

particular Jewish situation, its organizations have the right to exist.
remark, like his earlier references to “nacional idiomatica” and “Argentine civismo,”
underscored the pro-Argentina civic and cultural ideal that he hoped, if not implored the
Jewish community to embrace. In much the same way that Yrigoyen, back on January
25, had wished that Comité leaders would have approached him “in the capacity of
Argentine citizens and not in the name of the Jewish community,” Pinedo similarly
urged the Jewish community to abandon public efforts to promote ‘pre-Argentine’
practices— such as publishing Yiddish newspapers, organizing Jewish worker
associations, or teaching Jewish subjects in Jewish schools.'®® For Pinedo, Yrigoyen,
Soiza Reilly and other prominent figures, those efforts reflected and reinforced a certain
separateness and otherness attached to “foreign” [read: “nacional idiomatica”] groups
who elected to continue doing things “non-Argentine” once in Argentina. In his closing
remarks, Pinedo harnessed the budding memory of the month-old pogrom to make ever

more clear the need for Jews to shed that ‘divisive’ label and to embrace unequivocally

the tenets of Argentine civismo: “If the Jewish community does not want the events of
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the Week of January to repeat themselves, it should unite itself with the free Argentine
community (pueblo).”**

While Yrigoyen, Soiza Reilly, and Pinedo urged the Jewish community to embrace
Argentine civismo, a vocal minority of Argentines articulated a very different cultural program
aimed at actively excluding Jews and other immigrant communities from the national fold. In
response to the CIRA-led coalition’s January 15 letter— without a doubt the Jewish protest that
reached the widest Argentine audience— a reactionary right-wing group calling itself the Comité
Pro-Argentinidad plastered flyers and posters on city walls accusing Jews of being “assassins and
anarchists.” It blamed Jews for the recent violence and death of soldiers, and called on the

government to “carry out its duty and free the Nation of this contagion and pest."130

On January
19, the anti-Semitic Catholic daily E/ Pueblo, after publicly endorsing Congressman Melo’s recent
call for tougher immigration standards, urged the nation “not to allow evil elements to

penetrate into the Argentine homeland.”**

Monsefior Napal, leader of a prominent Buenos
Aires church located at the intersection of Junin and Corrientes, was far more blunt in his
assessment of Jews and the Semana Tragica: “Jews are the only ones guilty of the disturbances;
they are unwanted castoffs of all countries.” Although put less boorishly, Conservative
congressman Julio A. Costa expressed similar sentiments when he claimed that virtually all
Russian (meaning Jewish) immigrants were “agitators.”**

Alone, such isolated anti-Semitic rhetoric was not cause for great national concern;
taken together with other xenophobic and jingoist remarks, however, they constituted part of a
broader push among Nacionalistas, reactionary Catholics, members of the military, and some
conservative elites to reclaim their political and cultural standing in Argentina. Disgruntled with

Yrigoyen’s democratic experiment and their relative loss of power since 1916, nationalists and

conservatives— by no means a single political or ideological block— joined or fraternized with
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vocal nativist groups such as the newly formed Liga Patrictica Argentina, founded in January
1919 by Vice-Admiral Domceq Garcia, as a way to reassert, following the recent turmoil, their
particular visions of what they thought the Argentine state should be.

A semi-organized coalition of disparate vigilante groups and individual members of the
police, military, Church, and elite and middle classes, the Liga was bent on ridding Argentina of

713 While certainly supportive of tougher

“anarchic elements foreign to our country.
immigration laws, the Liga went far beyond that, articulating a more determined and significant
effort to lay political and cultural claim to the meaning of nationality. Championing “Fatherland
and Order” as its motto, Liga members and sympathizers yearned for what historian Sandra
McGee Deutsch describes as an “idyllic Argentine past blessed with social peace” where
“conformity to the political and social status quo” defined argentinidad.™* That vision did not in
and of itself precluded Argentine newcomers: anyone who accepted the Liga’s rules and values
would be welcomed. Anarchists, communists, socialists, union workers, and others who
“advocated alien ideas” would, however, be regarded as dissidents, resisted politically and
rejected culturally.

The great majority of Argentines, including many conservatives, spurned the ideas and
cultural program put forward by the likes of the Liga, the Comité Pro-Argentinidad, E/ Pueblo,
Monsefior Napal and Congressman Costa. Nevertheless, those more reactionary ideas, much
like the January pogrom itself, invariably conditioned the responses put forth by supporters and
sympathizers of the Jewish community. For instance, only days after the Liga Patridtica
Argentina was founded, some 200 non-Jews and Jews replied by organizing their own Liga Pro-
Patria, which, in a creative play-on-words, attempted to remove any jingoist or exclusionary
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connotation that the Liga Patridtica Argentina had ascribed to the term “patriotic. Whereas

the Liga Patridtica was founded “to stimulate ‘above all’ the spirit of argentinidad,...to cooperate
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with the authorities in maintaining public order, [and] to help guarantee the tranquility of
[people’s] homes...in the event anarchist-type movements or violent strikes perturb the peace
of the Republic,” the Liga Pro-Patria’s “principal objective [was] to unite all Argentines, without
regard to class, condition, or wealth, to cooperate towards a single objective: to encourage
respect [for] the traditions and flag of our land, which is tarnished everyday by elements
harmful to our culture.”**®

Scores of non-Jewish Argentine individuals and organizations issued energetic
statements supporting the Jewish community that mirrored efforts by the Liga Pro-Patria to
counteract the ideas and actions put forth by nativist groups such as the Liga Patridtica
Argentina. Still riding the emotional high of the 1918 University Reform Act that had finally
endorsed a more democratic, less-elitist, and socially responsible pedagogical approach to
(higher) education, the Federacion Universitaria Argentina openly condemned the recent

#3137 1n an article entitled

“barbaric reprisals,” calling the caza del ruso “a disgrace to our culture.
“Xenofobia y Xenofilia,” La Nacion, Argentina’s most established newspaper, reminded its
readers “how much the country owes to immigrants” and affirmed that “the arrival of foreigners

in no way destroys our nationality.”*®

In an editorial on the Semana Tragica and the Jewish
community, the positivist and elitist magazine Mundo Argentino claimed that “it is particularly
unjust to blame any immigrant community” for the events of January 1919, while the left-
leaning newspaper La Epoca praised, in an editorial of its own, the CIRA-sponsored January 15
letter for having displayed “all of the traits of an Argentine.”**

Those sentiments were echoed by many of Argentina’s leading intellectuals and
politicians, including Alfredo Palacios, Leopoldo Lugones, José Ingenieros, and Carlos Ibarguren,

in a special post-Tragic Week edition of the Jewish monthly Vida Nuestra.**® The Spanish-

language publication invited prominent (non-Jewish) Argentines to respond, in writing, to a
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series of five questions that centered on the role of the Jewish community during the recent
Semana Tragica as well as its overall contribution to the development of the nation.**" In part
reflecting the “loaded” nature of the questions, virtually every respondent claimed, in various

ways, that the Jewish community “had nothing to do” with the strike, was in “no way” to blame
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for the recent violence, was comprised of “hardworking,” “peaceful,” “intelligent,” and
“industrious” people, and deserved the right, like every other immigrant group, to full Argentine
hospitality as established by the Constitution.

As they showered the Jewish community with praise, three interrelated themes
emerged in Vida Nuestra that ultimately spoke to the legacy of the Semana Tragica. First, as
Professor Juan Ramos remarked in his 1919 interview, and as Argentine writer Juan Carulla
reminisced in his 1951 memoir of the Semana Trégica, the January pogrom and the ensuing
Jewish protests made “semitism” — and not just anti-Semitism— more apparent in Argentina.'*
That is, arguably for the first time in the nation’s history the Argentine public came to
appreciate, as Ramos noted, “how the Jews who live in Argentina think and feel.” This was of
particular importance to Ramos given that the Jewish community “lives so isolated from us (or

7193 As we shall see in this dissertation’s subsequent chapters, that

us from it, | am not sure).
growing sense of social and cultural awareness and understanding was also quite apparent in
the aftermath of the compulsory Catholic education laws of 1940s, the 1962 Sirota Affair, the
1976-1983 Dirty War, and the 1992 and 1994 bombings of the Israeli Embassy and the AMIA.
Second, as Ramos also implied, Vida Nuestra respondents, while lauding the

contributions and character of Argentine Jews, not surprisingly continued to underscore
Argentina’s assimilationist ideal. Like Yrigoyen, Soiza Reilly, and Pinedo, Professor Roberto
Giusti and other interviewees urged “the resident Jewish community in Argentina...to isolate
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itself less [and] immerse itself more within the current of Argentine life. Indeed, Giusti’s
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remarks reflected not merely a growing expectation among a wide-range of Argentines that to
participate in Argentine life Jews and other immigrant groups needed to integrate themselves
fully, but, more importantly, that such integration was critical to ensure, as Congressman
Enrigue Dickmann eloquently wrote in 1921, “the formation of Argentina’s future national

"1% The public expectation or desire then for the Jewish community to shed— to revisit

spirit.
the terminology employed above— its “nacional idiomatica” label was regarded by many
Argentines both as a protective mechanism against any future pogrom as well as an
indispensable condition to promote and maintain Argentine civismo.

Finally, respondents also took direct aim, first, at the “police complicity” apparent
during the pogrom and, second, at the ensuing “lack of justice.” Not only were no vigilante
perpetrators ever arrested or brought to trial after the Semana Tragica, but, as Congressman
Nicolas Repetto declared, “there is not a single police record of anyone having been detained for
those disgraceful actions that unfolded” in the Jewish neighborhoods of Once and Villa
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Crespo.”™ Indeed, the events of January 1919 raised in Argentina a troubling specter of

impunidad, one that called into question, as Palacios put it, “all the rights accorded by the

"147 For these members of Argentina’s “democratic

Constitution to all inhabitants of the country.
majority,” that aura of impunity— an aura that shapes much of the twentieth century—
jeopardized “the magnificent ideals of justice, truth, liberty, and tolerance” also at the heart of
their vision of Argentina’s new, post-1916 democratic, non-pluralist, and egalitarian project.'*®
Understood in this way, the Semana Tragica represents the story of competing visions of
what the Argentine state should be. For nativist groups like the Liga Patridtica Argentina— and
their police, military, ecclesiastic, and conservative sympathizers— it signaled an opportunity to

reclaim what it meant to be “Argentine” by overriding Yrigoyen’s democratic experiment,

rejecting “alien” (whether foreign or Argentine in origin) ideas and individuals, reclaiming the
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political status quo, and even returning to an idyllic Argentine past where criollo ambassadors
like the military and the Church served as the protectors of the nation’s homes, values, and
freedoms. For Vida Nuestra respondents, Liga Pro-Patria advocates, and other non-Jews and
Jews who ascribed to the nation’s budding experiment in representative democracy, it signaled
an effort— complete with its own ambiguities and contradictions— to prevent nativists and
their cultural allies from employing “argentinidad” to justify their anti-immigrant and anti-
Semitic measures that ultimately threatened their modern, progressive, and integrationist
project. Over the next eleven years, the democratic camp’s nascent cultural narrative held
political sway as the Radicals continued to maintain democratic power. Yet, as we shall now
see, that all changed dramatically on September 6, 1930 after General José Uriburu and the

military carried out the first of Argentina’s many twentieth-century coups.

! As the Great War came to a close, Argentina, like many other countries, experienced a sharp
rise in labor unrest. In 1918 and 1919 alone, there were 563 strikes in Argentina. In Argentina
in 1919, communists and anarchists were often labeled “maximalists.” For quantitative details
of the strikes by year, see Rodolfo Puiggrds, El Yrigoyenismo (Buenos Aires: Editorial Jorge
Alvarez, 1965), 209; Enrique Diaz Araujo, La Semana Trdgica de 1919 (Mendoza: Universidad
Nacional de Cuyo, 1988), 18.

2 Although conceivably the term ruso could have referred to Russians who were not Jewish (of
which there were not many in Argentina at the time), the right-of-center magazine Mundo
Argentino provided a nice illustration in January 1919 of how the term ruso had become virtually
synonymous in Argentina with “Jew.” In its discussion of the Semana Tragica, the editors wrote:
“having been [classified] as an anarchist movement, it can then [also] be called maximalismo,
and given that maximalismo is considered to be ruso, and that the [Argentine] public refers to
Jews as rusos, the responsibility of the [recent] events falls upon those [Jews].” Mundo
Argentino, January 22, 1919, 2.

® Jews were certainly not the only immigrant target of these armed civilian groups, although it
appears that they were disproportionally singled out. In his excellent study Cousins and
Strangers, José Moya discusses how Catalan “anarchists” were also a principal target of right-
wing vigilantes. See José C. Moya, Cousins and Strangers: Spanish Immigrants in Buenos Aires,
1850-1930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 371.

* In response to a recent police crackdown on anarchists in particular and workers in general in
Buenos Aires, on November 14, 1909 eighteen year-old (Jewish) anarchist Simén Radowitzky
assassinated Police Chief Ramadn L. Falcén and his aide Alberto Lartigau (he threw a bomb at
their coach) in the posh Recoleta neighborhood of the Argentine capital. Radowitzky was
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sentenced to life in prison for his crime; in the process, he also became a cause célebre among
anarchist sympathizers worldwide. During this tense period of social unrest and anti-immigrant
sentiment gaining steam in certain social and political circles in Buenos Aires, the Radowitzky
attack produced, in what colloquially became known as Semana Roja or Red Week, a violent
backlash against anarchists and, by extension, working class Jews. While serious in nature, any
1909 anti-Jewish backlash paled in comparison to the events of January 1919. For more on the
Radowitzky incident, see Argentine (anarchist) historian Osvaldo Bayer’s chapter entitled
“Simdén Radowitzky: martir o asesino?” in Osvaldo Bayer, Los anarquistas expropiadores: Simon
radowitzky y otros ensayos (Buenos Aires: Editorial Galerna, 1975). For a (translated) English-
language account of the incident, see Osvaldo Bayer, “Simdn Radowtizky,” in Gabriela Nouzeilles
and Graciela Montaldo, eds., The Argentine Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2002), 219-230.

> Throughout this chapter and dissertation, the term argentinidad refers not narrowly to nativist
and nationalist “patriotic” (which sometimes included xenophobic and jingoist) expressions of
who and what have constituted the spirit of the nation, but rather articulations across the
political and ideological spectrum of what it meant to be “Argentine.” In other words, | regard
nativist and nationalist manifestations about argentinidad as one among many representations
of Argentine national identity and not the benchmark (as nativists and nationalists have often
successfully conveyed in Argentine history). For more, see page 4 of the dissertation’s
Introduction.

® Ricardo Feierstein, Historia de los judios argentinos (Buenos Aires: Planeta, 2" edition, 1999).

’ Founded as a mutual aid society in 1894, the AMIA has been the Jewish community’s central
social, cultural, and assistance organization throughout much of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries.

& Hirsch Triwaks, ed., Cincuenta afios de vida judia en la Argentina (BuenosAires, 1940). The
commemorative edition included a series of articles, each authored by a different Jewish
Argentine journalist, on such topics as the history of Jewish industry and commerce in Buenos
Aires, the Sephardic presence in Argentina, and the transformation of Jewish education in
Argentina over the past fifty years (1890-1940).

° Triwaks, ed., Cincuenta afios de vida judia en la Argentina.

19 As will be discussed below, beginning in 1912 all native-born males could also vote in
municipal, provincial, and congressional elections.

" The 1884 congressional mandate calling for non-religious education in all public schools was
known as Law 1420. As discussed in the Introduction, Law 1420 was and remains among the
most famous and symbolic Argentine legislative pronouncements— for both those who did and
did not (or do and do not) support non-religious education. The debate surrounding the
symbolic meaning of Law 1420 are central to chapters 2 and 4 of the dissertation.

2 The Unidn Civica Radical will henceforth be referred to as the Radical Party or, if referring to
party members, the Radicals.

13 )osé Moya counts 6,501,000 new immigrants between 1820-1932. Moya, Cousins and
Strangers, 2 and 46. Of those 6,501,000, 4,771,013 arrived between 1857-1914. According to a
special report published by Congresman Carlos Melo in La Prensa on January 16, 1919 and E/
Pueblo on January 17, 1919, the vast majority (80%) of those 4,771,013 were Italians (2,289,983)
and Spaniards (1,492,848). Similar figures have been put forward by immigration scholars Diego
Armus, Samuel Baily, Fernando Devoto, Gino Germani, Carlos Moya, among others. According
to Melo, the remaining 20% were French (225,049); rusos— largely Eastern European Jews—
(135,962); Otomanos— largely Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Turks and Arabs— (121,177);
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Austrians (81,186); Germans (62,329); English (56,448); Swiss (33,326); and Belgians (23,091).
See Armus, “Diez aios de historiografia sobre la inmigracién masiva a la Argentina;” Baily,
Immigrants in the Land of Promise); Devoto, “Las cadenzas migratorias italianas;” Germani,
“Mass Immigration and Modernization in Argentina;” Avni, Argentina y la Historia de la
inmigracion Judia; Sofer, From Pale to Pampa; Korol and Sadbato, Como fue la inmigracidn
irlandesa en la Argentina; and Newton, German Buenos Aires, 1900-1930.

! The population of Buenos Aires (Capital Federal) in 1914 was 1,575,814 of which 777,845
(49%) were foreigners; that was noticeably higher than the Province of Buenos Aires (which
excludes the Federal Capital) where 34% of the population was foreign-born (703,931 of
2,066,165). La Prensa, January 16, 1919, 5.

> For more on the economic crisis of 1890, see Ricardo Ortiz, Historia econémica de la
Argentina, 1860-1930, vol. 1 (Buenos Aires: Raigal, 1955); A.G. Ford, “Argentina and the Baring
Crisis of 1890,” Oxford Economic Papers, 8 (1956): 127-150; and David Rock, Argentina 1516-
1987: From Spanish Colonization to the Falklands War and Alfonsin (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987), 155-159.

'8 For details on the events of 1909 and Falcén’ assassination, see Carl Solberg, Immigration and
Nationalism in Argentina and Chile, 1880-1914 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1970), 112-
114; and Sandra McGee Deutsch, Counterrevolution in Argentina, 1900-1932: The Argentine
Patriotic League (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986), 35-36; Bayer, Los anarquistas
expropiadores; and Bayer, “Simdn Radowtizky,” 219-230. For more on the Law of Residency and
the Law of Social Defense and politics during the first decade of the twentieth century, see
Natalio Botana, E/ orden conservador: la politica argentina entre 1880 y 1916 (Buenos Aires:
Sudamericana, 1977), 217-316; laacov Oveid, “El trasfondo histérico de la ley 4144 de
residencia,” Desarrollo Econémico, 16:61 (April-June 1976): 123-148; and David Rock, Politics in
Argentina, 1890-1930: The Rise and Fall of Radicalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1975), 34-39.

7 Luis Alberto Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, translated by James P.
Brennan, (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 39. For more on the
Reforma Universitaria of 1918, see Richard Walter, Student Politics in Argentina: The University
Reform and its Effects, 1918-1964 (New York: Basic Books, 1968), 5-83; Joseph Tulchin, “La
reforma universitaria— Cérdoba 1918,” Criterio (June 1970); Hebé Clementi, Juventud y politica
en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Siglo Veinte, 1983), 47-48; and Rock, Argentina 1516-1987, 200-
201.

'8 David Rock, “Radical Populism and the Conservative Elite, 1912-1930,” in David Rock, ed.,
Argentina in the Twentieth Century (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1975), 71.

1% Ezequiel Gallo Jr. and Silvia Segal, “La formacidn de los partidos politicos contemporaneous—
La U.C.R. (1891-1916),” in Torcuato Di Tella, Gino Germani, and Jorge Graciarena, eds.,
Argentina: sociedad de masas (Buenos Aires: Editorial de la Universidad de Buenos Aires, 1965),
124-176; Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 25.

2% For a more detailed look at the provisions of the Sanez Pefia Law, see Natalio Botana, “La
reforma politica de 1912,” in Gustavo Giménez Zapiola, ed., El regimen oligdrquico: materials
para el estudio de la realidad argentina (hasta 1930) (Buenos Aires: Amorrotu, 1975), 232-245.
! The irony here is that by excluding non-citizens, the Saenz Pefia law continued to exclude the
bulk of the Argentine working class from participating in the electoral process.

22 Matthew Karush, Workers or Citizens: Democracy and Identity in Rosario, Argentina (1912-
1930) (Albuguerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), 22-23; Rock, Argentina 1516-1987,
190.
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2 Rock, Argentina 1516-1987, 190; Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century, 25.
** It is important to note, however, that while Yrigoyen won the presidency, the Conservatives
continued to maintain control of Congress. For instance, in the Chamber of Deputies (the Lower
House of Congress), the opposition— predominantly Conservatives— won control of 70 seats to
the Radicals’ 45; in the Senate, Conservatives secured 25 seats to the Radicals 4. The
Conservatives, therefore, continued to maintain a significant degree of political power despite
losing the presidency to Yrigoyen.

2> The Argentine version of “non-pluralist” is not based on models from the United States. It is
non-pluralist in a civic sense; loyalty to anything but Argentina was not tolerated. Put
differently, civic assimilation— whereby all are “Argentine” first— was the discursive and
expected norm. While the political authorities tolerated foreign newspapers, clubs, hospitals,
and other institutions, there was little civic tolerance for what in the U.S. was labeled
“hyphenated Americans.” By extension, the politics of ethnicity that emerged— whereby ethnic
groups openly used their ethnicity as a source of political strength— did not apply in Argentina.
In Argentina, where the State’s emphasis was on assimilation and promoting and preserving
Argentine values and traditions, all talk by Alberdi, Sarmiento, and now Yrigoyen was centered
on Argentinization and Argentine civismo, not civic pluralism.

%6 Rock, “Radical Populism and the Conservative Elite, 1912-1930,” 78.

% According to Enrique Diaz Araujo, between 1914-1918 inflation rose 76% in Argentina. In
some cases, workers also saw their wages reduced, inflation excluded. See Diaz Araujo, La
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Chapter 2

Mandatory Catholic Education

Introduction

Unlike the Semana Trégica of 1919, the 1943 military government decree mandating
compulsory Catholic education in all Argentine public schools was not a physically violent event;
not a single drop of blood was spilled as a result of Decree 18.411. Yet, the nationalist-led
government’s directive on December 31, 1943 to institutionalize Catholic education— coupled
in March 1947 with the decision by the nation’s then democratically-elected Peronist majority
to legalize the 1943 military decree— could be viewed as a culturally violent act of historical
significance.” In overturning the historic Law 1420, promulgated by Congress back in 1884, the
1943 decree broke a sixty year Argentine tradition of non-religious public education, a tradition
that had become a collective pillar for the nation’s democratic majority as well as the Jewish
community.

Law 1420 (Ley de Educacion Comun), the work of the nation’s late-nineteenth century
positivist and liberal-minded politicians and intellectuals known as the Generation of 1880, was
intended to lay the pedagogical blueprint for Argentina as a modern, secular, and non-parochial
state. Its most famous provision, Article 8, maintained that “religious education can only be
provided in public schools by the authorized ministers of the different creeds to the children of

their respective faiths, and [only] before or after class hours.”?

By barring all religious— most
notably Catholic— instruction in public classrooms during regular school hours, and by
protecting non-Catholic children from forcibly receiving Catholic education at all on school

grounds, the congressional majority that promulgated the law in 1884 had two goals: first, to

curb the influence of the Catholic Church in civil society and, second, to inculcate in this land of
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immigrants an integrationist and secular pedagogical spirit that retained some capacity to
recognize and respect religious and cultural differences.

Law 1420 helped generations of Argentines nourish and sustain a popular national
commitment to educacion laica, or non-parochial multi-faith public education. In a country
where the Constitution— namely Articles 2 and 76— granted Catholicism and the Church an
important measure of political and cultural privilege, Law 1420 provided many Argentines a
form of cultural insurance that the nation’s liberal, positivist political and cultural vision would
continue to predominate.® They perceived Law 1420 less as something decidedly anti-Catholic
and more as an expression of openness, acceptance, and tolerance of foreign creeds that they
felt modern Argentina was predicated upon. “We defend the law [Law 1420],” trumpeted a
dissenting member of Congress during the extraordinary March 1947 debates that led to the
ratification of the military’s 1943 Catholic education decree, “and with it the Argentine spirit
that our nation always remains open to the best and most fecund possibilities of understanding

% Arguably as significant as any article in the Constitution itself, Law 1420,

and cordiality.
especially after the 1912 Sdenz Pefia Reform and the onset of representative government in
1916, came to symbolize for many a vital thread that held together the modern, progressive
democratic Argentine dream. In 1943, that thread would be unwoven; in 1947, it would be
broken.

This chapter examines the nativist Catholic challenge to Argentina’s liberal, secular
tradition and its effects on articulations of citizenship and nationality in the 1940s and beyond.
It begins by looking at how Decree 18.411 uprooted Argentina’s dominant nineteenth-century
pedagogical and cultural vision and, in its place, imposed a radically different system of values

that reflected what nationalists and other members of the far right, including influential Church

and military leaders, believed the Argentine state should be: namely, a nacién catdlica.” Like
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the Semana Tragica, this 1943 decree represented a major psychological blow for many Catholic
and non-Catholic Argentines, who resented what they perceived as a domestic assault on the
nation’s constitutional and civic-republican legacy. That the order was issued in the midst of
World War |l by a nationalist-led government sympathetic to Mussolini and even Hitler, and was
preceded earlier in 1943 by a series of other “pro-Catholic” and “pro-Argentine” educational
decrees adversely affecting Jewish schools, made it a bigger blow for Argentine Jews.

This chapter then explores the March 1947 congressional debates that paved the way
for the democratically-elected peronist majority to formally legalize Decree 18.411. Examining
the opinions and attitudes of a cross-section of elected congressional officials offers a window
into arguments over what they deemed to be socially, culturally, religiously, and historically
“Argentine.” Together, these 1943 and 1947 narratives underscore the tensions surrounding
the competing articulations of argentinidad in the 1940s and the constant dialectic between the
repression and expression of identity. In turn, these debates over the presence of Catholicism in
public life reveal two things about Argentine society: 1) some of the ways in which minority
groups, in this case Argentine Jews, were perceived and perceived themselves at that historical
moment and how these Jewish Argentines confronted the dilemmas of “doble lealtad” (dual
loyalty) and the paradoxes produced by Peronism; and 2) however successful mandatory
Catholic education was in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s in reversing Argentina’s longstanding
liberal-secular norms, ironically it also worked to strengthen the present and future legacy of

Law 1420 among large numbers of Catholic and non-Catholic Argentines.

Historical Background
Decree 18.411 was about far more than Catholic education in public schools. It signaled

a determined effort by the nationalist-led, Church-backed military government that seized



70

power on June 4, 1943 to resuscitate the anti-liberal, nativist, Catholic, authoritarian, and even
messianic vision of the nation articulated, yet never fully consolidated by General José Félix
Uriburu almost thirteen years earlier.® On September 6, 1930, Uriburu, a charismatic and
wealthy traditionalist from Salta, headed Argentina’s first coup of the twentieth century,
deposing President Yrigoyen, who had been reelected in 1928, and abruptly ended Argentina’s
fourteen year-old democratic experiment.” While the coup ushered in a thirteen year period in
Argentine history known as the Década Infame or Infamous Decade, it also marked the
beginning of a much longer, more significant fifty-three year historical cycle of repeated military
intervention in Argentine politics and culture that culminated with the infamous “Dirty War” of
1976-1983.

The Uriburu coup dramatically altered the country’s political, social, and cultural fabric.
To right-wing nationalists and conservative elites, the principal beneficiaries of the coup, it
signaled the rise of a golden age in Argentina. Although significant ideological and political
differences divided nationalists and conservatives, both agreed in 1930 on the basic need to
oust Yrigoyen from power, put an end to broad-based representative government, and reclaim
full political power.® They were also both determined, particularly since the events of the

” u

Semana Tragica, to eradicate all forms of “socialism,” “anarchism,” or “communism” — that is,
any vestige of labor dissidence— plaguing the country. Finally, they regarded the September
Revolution, as they termed the Uriburu coup, as a momentous opportunity to refashion the

n u

nation culturally by restoring Argentine “order,” “character, “tradition,” “hierarchy,” and
“morality” that had been tarnished after the Radicals came to power in 1916. In practice, these
goals translated into renewed support of the Catholic Church and the growth of xenophobia.’

“For the democratic majority,” writes Ronald Dolkart in his splendid account of the

thirteen years between 1930 and 1943, “September 6, 1930 began a downward spiral toward
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the crisis that now envelops Argentina.”*

For many, the coup signaled an abrupt and
unprecedented breach of constitutional democracy and made military intervention an all too
common occurrence throughout the remainder of the twentieth-century.’® It also marked the
beginning of repeated restrictions on speech, press, unions, and political organization, as well as
the emergence of an uneasy socio-judicial climate in which guilt was often presumed rather
than innocence. In challenging the cultural tenets of liberalismo and laicismo, the coup and the
entire Década Infame came to symbolize for the nation’s democratic (and increasingly
powerless) majority the perverse stamp of close cooperation among the military, the Church
and the extreme right in Argentine society."

After taking power, Uriburu (1930-1932) had initially promised to respect the
Constitution, hold prompt elections, and promote “harmony and unity among Argentines.”
Many sectors of public opinion believed him, but it quickly became apparent, even to his allies,
that Uriburu had no such plans.”® Before the year was up, he had declared martial law,
suspended many top federal judges, deported unionists, executed five anarchists, arrested
Radical Party leaders, and imprisoned Yrigoyen.™ In place of a representative democracy,
Uriburu moved to impose an Italian-style “faszi” corporate state in Argentina.> Not surprisingly,
his proposal encountered strong civilian opposition. Even more importantly, he gradually
alienated influential forces within the military, namely the legalistas (officers loyal to Yrigoyen)
and justistas (officers loyal to General Augustin P. Justo)— both of which favored a return to
electoral rule.'®

Under pressure from justistas, Uriburu conceded to hold provincial elections in
Buenos Aires on April 5, 1931 and national elections on November 8, 1931. To his
astonishment, the Radical gubernatorial candidate Horacio Honorio Pueyrredén handily won the

Buenos Aires provincial election, a victory which proved to be the beginning of Uriburu’s
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political end.”” Uriburu immediately annulled the results and decreed on July 24 that no Radical
Party member who had previously served under Yrigoyen (1916-1922 and 1928-1930) could run
for any political office in the upcoming November 1931 national election. In protest, the
Radicals boycotted the November election and adopted a national policy of political abstention
that lasted through 1935.

The Radicals’ strategy backfired, however, when Conservative General Justo— whom
the more nationalist-leaning Uriburu still supported since he regarded Justo as the candidate
most likely to preserve his “revolutionary” program— filled the political vacuum and easily won
the November presidential election, albeit fraudulently, as was common among Conservatives
before 1916 and again throughout the 1930s."® Unlike Uriburu, however, the more pragmatic
Justo recognized the importance of incorporating civilian parties with a national political base
into his government.” To that end, he quickly organized the rightist-dominated Concordancia, a
loose coalition of conservatives parties, Anti-Personalistas (Radicals who had opposed Yrigoyen
in the 1920s), and a few Independent Socialistas (a splinter group of Socialistas who also had
opposed Yrigoyen). While the Concordancia invariably required the support of the military—
which at the time was a given since Justo was its most powerful and popular figure— it
effectively terminated Uriburu’s two-year period of direct military rule and, in its place, ushered

720 n practice, however, the three

in a new era in the 1930s of “constitutional government.
administrations that spanned the Concordancia period— under Presidents Justo (1932-1938),
Ortiz (1938-1942)*, and Castillo (1942-1943)— were far from constitutional as they were all
consistently marred by electoral fraud and corruption and rarely represented or responded to
the nation’s “democratic majority.”

One of the primary beneficiaries of the Uriburu coup and the eleven subsequent years

of Concordancia rule was the Argentine Catholic Church. Throughout the Década Infame, the
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political influence of the Church and the influence of Catholic thought flourished unlike at any
other moment over the previous half-century. Despite a number of important ideological and
political differences that existed among the Uriburu, Justo, Ortiz, and Castillo governments
surrounding the nature and extent of the “anti-liberal” cultural counteroffensive initiated on
September 6, 1930, all four governments welcomed a return to stronger Catholic values in
public life and increased power and privilege for the Church.?® Such unprecedented support of
the Church and Catholicism permitted, to borrow from historian Loris Zanatta, a nacidn catdlica
cultural tradition to grow and mature at the expense of the nation’s secular, multi-faith legacy
embodied in historic Law 1420. Pro-Catholic efforts throughout the 1930s to reinvent the
Argentine past and articulate a “new” vision of what the Argentine State should be culminated
in 1943 with the Nacionalista Revolution and the promulgation of Decree 18.411.

The official struggle to Catholicize the Argentine past and present began the moment
Uriburu selected Juan B. Teran as his first Minister of Education. An ardent conservative and
staunch anti-/aicista, Teran strove above all— as his famous motto suggested— to “spiritualize
the classroom.””* Of course, spiritualizing the classroom implied more than simply religious
education. Minister Teran repeatedly lobbied for the creation of a new moral standard in public
schools rooted in a mix of patriotic, corporatist, and Catholic nationalist learning whose aim was
to “unify” Argentines by arming them with a new set of “cultural values.”

Disgruntled with secular liberalism, notably its “failure” to combat “communism” among
students and to incorporate “foreigners” into Argentine society, Teran exhorted all teachers—
especially history and geography instructors— to promote vigorously the nation’s heroes and

724 That meant, for instance,

symbols in the classroom in order “to cure society of hedonism.
that on 9 de Julio (Argentine Independence Day), students were now required to participate in

government-sponsored military parades on school grounds and re-enact patriotic scenes of
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Independence for family-members, friends, and neighbors on popular city street corners.”
Teran did not, and arguably in 1930 could not yet, introduce Catholic education into the
classroom nor revoke Law 1420. But he did succeed in laying the pedagogical groundwork for
the formulation of a new and more circumscribed “Argentine” national tradition in all schools
that was ever more responsive to the attitudes, concerns, and expectations of the Catholic
Church.?®

While Uriburu was opening the political and pedagogical door to Catholicism, the
Argentine Church also profited from increasingly close relations with the Vatican following Pope
Pius XI’s 1929 decision to launch a universal Catholic revitalization program.?’ After the Vatican
signed the 1929 Concordance with Mussolini, it set out to expand the presence and visibility of
Catholic education in large part by reaching out to Catholic youth around the world. At the
heart of the Pope’s plan was the establishment in many European and American countries of
independent Catholic action groups called Accidn Catdlica that, at least in Argentina, mirrored
the Vatican's increasingly right-wing ideological and political bent.

In 1931, Monsignor Antonio Caggiano founded the Argentine branch of Accidn Catdlica,
which quickly attracted a significant conservative and nationalist following of mostly teenagers
and young adults. For many of its members, Accion Catdlica developed into a formative social
and intellectual center that gradually sowed the seeds of their ideological and political growth;
in turn, they worked to build a more active and better-organized Catholic nationalist political
movement in Argentina. One of the group’s central goals was to work with the Church to lobby
for the “clericalization of public life in Argentina” by strengthening Church-State ties (including
Church-military ties) and spreading Catholic education.?

To these ends, Accidon Catdlica sponsored in the 1930s a radical Catholic pedagogical

program called “Courses on Catholic Education.” Like its short-lived predecessor of the same
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name founded in 1922 by prominent Catholic Argentine intellectuals Atilio Dell’Oro Maini and
Tomas Casares, “Courses” sternly critiqued secular liberalism while seeking to vindicate and
revitalize Catholic thought. The 1920s and 1930s editions also both counted on the
participation of famous Catholic right-wing nacionalists, including Julio Meinvielle, Gustavo
Martinez Zuviria, and Virgilio M. De Filippo. Where they differed, however, was in their overall
political ambitions. The 1920s edition focused on interjecting greater pensamiento catdlico
(Catholic thought) into the national discourse. Accidn Catdlica’s 1930s adaptation was more
overarching and radical, if not also messianic: it believed that the answer to Argentina’s
contemporary woes was to transform the country into a full-fledged patria catdlica or nativist-
controlled Catholic State.”

The articulation of a more radical Catholic nationalism in the 1930s can be attributed
largely to the unprecendented political access enjoyed by the Church and Accion Catdlica in the
years following the 1930 September Revolution. That should not imply that the Church enjoyed
uniform and equal access under Presidents Uriburu, Justo, Ortiz, and Castillo; indeed, such
access varied, at times considerably. That said, throughout the Década Infame, the Church and
its supporters were able to embark on a remarkably more ambitious national Catholic program
than at any point prior to September 6, 1930. For the first time in half-a-century, they could
legitimiately take aim at two of the nation’s hallmark 1884 liberal-secular laws, namely Law
1420 and Law 1565 (the latter of which which had stripped religious entities of the authority to
sanction births and marriages).*® In short, after 1930 the Church and its allies were in an
increasingly formidable position not only to inject greater Catholic thought into public life but to
overturn Argentina’s dominant cultural and political narrative of the past fifty years.

This bourgeoning Catholic movement received a tremendous boost in 1934 when

Argentina hosted the International Eucharist Congress.>* With Cardinal Paccelli (future Pope Pio
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XIl) in attendance, Argentina basked in the global limelight as the world’s leading Catholic
figures descended upon Buenos Aires. The pinnacle of the Congress came on Sunday October
14 when a final majestic Mass was held at the foot of the imposing Monument to the Spaniards
in the well-to-do neighborhood of Palermo where upwards of a million Catholics received by
radio the blessing of Pope Pius from Rome. Recognizing the political significance of this
unprecedented mobilization of Argentines publicly embracing Catholicism, the ever-
opportunistic President Justo decided at that time to sponsor officially the Congress in exchange
for, in the words of historian Marysa Navarro Gerassi, “the Church’s endorsement of his

unpopular regime.”*

After the Argentine Church enthusiastically agreed, Justo, in an
unsolicited public gesture of good faith, conferred upon all of Argentina the “Sacratisimo
Corazon de Jesus” Catholic blessing at that final Mass in Palermo.*

This historical moment represented perhaps the most significant turning point in
Church-State relations since the 1884 adoption of the lay education and civil marriage laws.**
“From then onward,” wrote Ernesto Palacio in 1960, the Justo administration adopted “an

accentuated clerical disposition.”**

More than merely Church-friendly, Justo signaled that for
his own political gain he was prepared to sacrifice the prevailing cultural separation between
religion and politics that had long dominated Argentine political life.*® Of course, Argentina had
always exhibited a contradictory relationship with respect to Catholicism and the State; it long
advertised itself (i.e. the 1853 Constitution, the Immigration Law of 1876, or Law 1420) as a
liberal, secular, and multi-faith nation open and attentive to foreign creeds, while
simultaneously maintaining (i.e. as expressed in Articles 2 and 76 of the Constitution) that the
State must support (sostiene) the Catholic faith and that the President and Vice-President of the

Nation must be Catholic.*’” Still any conflicts prior to September 6, 1930 were generally resolved

in favor of maintaining a clear working separation between Church and State. The decision by
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Justo— a Conservative and adamant supporter of the nation’s liberal economic model— to
begin to publicly retreat from Argentina’s longstanding liberal cultural blueprint was a
testament to the growing strength of the Argentine Catholic movement and the “Christianizing”
political and cultural outlook of the nation and particularly the military during the 1930s.

The Church and its supporters were the main beneficiaries of Justo’s opportunism. For
the first time in over fifty years, the Church reoccupied a central public political role; in doing so,
it had succeeded in persuading Argentina’s ruling class— notably the military— to consider
substituting “nacion catélica” for “secular-liberalism” as the dominant State expression of
argentinidad. What is more, “this true formula of patriotism,” as the pro-Justo Catholic journal
El Pueblo proclaimed following the Eucharist Congress, was shared not only by the ruling elites,
but at least partially by the near million Argentines who attended that Sunday Mass in
Palermo.®® If indeed that were the case, it serves as another reminder that the success of the
Argentine Catholic movement (and, in this particular case, the 1934 Congress) was not merely
religious in nature, but surely ideological and political as well. From that moment forward,
writes Loris Zanatta, “every struggle or debate that surfaced in the country was obligated to
take into account the [expression of] ‘Catholic identity’ that had been displayed during the
Congress, outside of which nothing was ‘nacional’.”*

If the cultural seed of the nacién catélica narrative was firmly planted during the
Eucharist Congress, then, to paraphrase Monsefior Santiago Luis Copello, the post-Congress
years represented its period of harvest.”* After the 1934 Congress, the number of Catholic
institutions and organizations in Argentina greatly multiplied, membership in Accion Catdlica
jumped 32% between 1934-1937, and Justo increasingly spoke out in public about Argentina’s
Catholic essence or spirit.** Moreover, Argentina’s Catholic and Nacionalista press entered its

golden age, as demonstrated by the fact that the pro-Uriburu, pro-fascist and pro-Nazi Criterio
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reached its literary apex in the three years after 1934.*> The more pro-Justo and comparatively
less extremist El Pueblo— in effect, the mouthpiece of the archbishop of Buenos Aires—
significantly expanded its circulation in the years following the Congress,* and a collection of
other strongly pro-Catholic and pro-Nacionalista journals like La Fronda, Bandera Argentina, El
Pampero, Crisol, and Cabildo enjoyed their most productive years immediately after 1934. The
rise and influence of these various Catholic and Nacionalista publications were significant
enough that “for the first time, Catholics succeeded in seriously putting the hegemony of the
liberal newspapers into question.”**

In the years immediately following the Eucharist Congress, public support for Catholic
education grew. For starters, Argentine priests founded a new organization dedicated
exclusively to the promotion of Catholic education.* More significantly, as historian Adriana
Puiggrds points out, after 1934 “many [Catholic] teachers” who in the past were firm supporters
of educacion laica or secular education, now introduced Catholic symbols and rituals into their
classrooms, much like they had national heroes and holidays under former Education Minister
Juan Teran.* Similar to the supporters of the Eucharist Congress itself, the teachers’ embrace
of things Catholic may have signaled more of an affirmation of national identity linked to
Catholicism rather than a particular expression of religious conviction. It is also quite
conceivable, however, that some teachers were simply acting out of fear: Justo had developed a
reputation for pressuring, even harassing teachers who actively publicized their laico views—
the most publicized case involved Florencia Fossatti whom Justo had fired and forced into early-
retirement in 1936.*

While fear of reprisals may have been at play, an increasing number of teachers were
now open to, if not enthusiastic about Catholic education. Echoing the “Catholic Courses” of the

1920s and early-1930s, teachers, ecclesiastics, and Catholic activists (including members of
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Accion Catdlica) organized in 1935 and 1936 a series of free “Catholic Education Days” open to
all Argentines. Their largest gathering, held at the Teatro Coliseo in Buenos Aires, attracted over
eight-thousand participants. Perhaps more important than the number of participants was the
fact that the Teatro Coliseo reunion included an emerging number of “mainstream” Catholic
Argentines, pointing to a growing desire among some Catholic nationalists to broaden the
ideological scope of a movement that heretofore had been dominated by more “reactionary”
right-wing groups.”® Indeed, shortly after the Teatro Coliseo gathering, those relative
“moderates” helped found the Federation of Catholic Teachers and Professors, championing
their motto “Christian schooling, justice for the Catholic majority, [and] respect for dissident

minorities.”*

Significantly, in embracing a niche in the classroom for Catholic education that
was careful not to discriminate against non-Catholic Argentines, the Federation appeared to

advocate for religious instruction in schools while also attempting to safeguard Law 1420’s

inclusive and tolerant legacy that it likely cherished.>

The Spanish Civil War: A Turning Point in Argentina

However in the aftermath of the Eucharist Congress, moderate Catholic groups like the
Federation of Catholic Teachers and Professors remained publicly overshadowed by more
militant Catholic conservative and nationalist politicians, intellectuals, writers, and ecclesiastics.
That became particularly evident in 1936 when Conservatives and Nacionalistas members of the
Concordancia government (who more often than not in the 1930s remained politically and
ideologically divided despite having briefly come together following the Uriburu coup) again
momentarily joined forces following the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. Just as members of

the right had banded together during the Semana Trdgica or following the September
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Revolution to confront the perceived “anarchist” and “communist” threat, they united again in
1936 to prevent ‘Spanish-type’ leftist insurgencies from ‘spreading’ to Argentine soil.

In 1936, influential Nacionalista Senator Matias Sdnchez Sorondo capitalized on this new
wave of conservative and nationalist cooperation to push through Congress his “Repression of
Communism” Law— something he had been attempting to do since the early-1930s." It
provided up to five years in prison for anyone who “teaches or propagandizes the doctrine of
‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ or any other doctrine based on the system of collective property
and the abolition of private property.”>* In practice, the law primarily targeted immigrants and
native-born children of immigrants who presented, what Ronald Newton has called, a “threat to

criollo cultural hegemony.”>?

In one publicized case, the Justo government, in accordance with
the terms of the new 1937 Residency Law— a direct outgrowth of Sdnchez Sorondo’s 1936
law— deported to fascist-Italy five Argentines of Italian-descent alleged to be communists.>
However, nativists like Sdnchez Sorondo who regarded “Judaism and communism [as] a single
problem,” targeted Jews as the single greatest menace to Catholic criollo control.”® The
Repression of Communism Law, therefore, became a pretext to perpetuate local historical
stereotypes of Jews as Bolsheviks, and beginning in 1936, triggered an unprecedented wave of
militant Catholic nationalism and anti-Semitism in Argentina.

Since the early-1930s, and particularly after the rise of Hitler in 1933, anti-Semitism in
Argentina had become increasingly organized and multi-class in nature, if not widespread.>® For
instance, in 1932, philo-fascist groups formed Argentina’s first Triple A— the Accion Antisemita
Argentina— which resembled the nativist vigilante group Legidn Civica Argentina that had
roamed freely under Uriburu.> On April 5, 1933, three thousand Argentine Nazi sympathizers

held a pro-Reich rally at the Teatro Coldn, the storied beacon of elite cultural expression in

Buenos Aires. Social and intellectual institutes such as the Institutcion Cultural Argentino-
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Germana and the Comision de Cooperacion Intelectual increasingly became vehicles for anti-
Semitic propaganda and counted among their members Gustavo Martinez Zuviria (Director of
the National Library and later Minister of Education), Nobel biologist Bernardo Houssay, Juan
Ramos (Dean of the University of Buenos Aires Law School), Matias Sdnchez Sorondo, and Carlos
Ibarguren (lead advisor to the Banco de la Nacién).”® The 1930s also witnessed a proliferation of
adamantly pro-Catholic, pro-Nacionalista and often virulently anti-Semitic right-wing
publications and saw Jewish institutions and organizations frequently attacked and vandalized.
To defend against such abuses, in 1935, Jewish leaders moved to establish the Delegacién de
Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas (DAIA), which today remains Argentina’s official Jewish
protective and political body.

With the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, such anti-Semitic criollo attacks only
intensified. In 1936 alone, Father Julio Meinvielle, curate of Nuestra Sefiora de la Salud de
Buenos Aires and one of Argentina’s most vocal anti-Semite, published his odious book E/ judio.
On June 25, 1936, Tomas Amadeo delivered a vituperative anti-Semitic talk entitled Las Razas at
the exclusive Jockey Club in Buenos Aires— it was so well received that the Jockey Club
subsequently printed and distributed 150,000 copies of the speech. Beginning that same year,
Father Virgilio M. de Filippo regularly broadcasted theological justifications for anti-Semitism on
Argentine radio, many of which were subsequently published in Clarinada, whose very editor,
Carlos Silveyra, himself had authored the unabashedly anti-Semitic book E/ comunismo en
Argentina. On March 27, 1936, the magazine Crisol denounced the pending appointment of Dr.
Moises Bentolila, an Argentine Jew of Moroccan descent, to the Army Medical Corps: “they
want to introduce Jews,” read part of the editorial “even into the army.” Finally, reputed
Argentine writer “Hugo Wast” authored 666, the last volume of his sensationalist anti-Semitic

trilogy that implicated Jews in an international capitalist conspiracy centered in New York City.*
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Significantly, “Hugo Wast” was the nom de plume of leading Argentine intellectual and Director
of the National Library Martinez Zuviria, who, as Minister of Education seven years later in 1943,
would become chief architect of Decree 18.411 that sought to overturn Law 1420 by making
Catholic education mandatory in all public schools.®

The intensification in 1936 of criollo anti-Semitism symbolized a much deeper
transformation unfolding in Argentine political culture following the outbreak of the Spanish
Civil War. If the 1934 Eucharist Congress signaled the onset of the public “Catholization” of the
Justo government, the military, and the Argentine State, then the Spanish Civil War represented
the apex of that Church-State-military bond. The growing defense within the Church and the
military of “traditional” Catholic criollo values— that is, to borrow from Ronald Newton, respect
for “sanctions of place, family, class, status, and institutions” and contempt for “democracy and
rule of mediocrity, anomie, irreligion, ambiguities of science and grostesqueries of art, [and]
sexual license” — encouraged Justo to retreat even further from the nation’s dominant liberal-
secular cultural vision.®* In 1936 that meant not only continuing to bolster political and cultural
relations with the Church, but also increasingly opening the political game to Nacionalista

2 Although Justo never

sectors who “had heretofore [been] relegated to a marginal position.
worked “arm in arm” with Nacionalistas the way the Catholic clergy did in 1936, his political
overture to the far-right still sufficiently energized the Catholic, Nacionalista, and military press
to glorify more than ever the “magnificent bond between the Cross and the Sword” as the
stylized pillars of Argentine nacionalidad just as it marginalized, if not outright vilified those—
more often than not Jews— whom they considered to stand beyond its boundaries.®

The Church-State rapprochement and the political aperture afforded to nationalists and

other members of the far-right led to growing calls among certain political sectors for

mandatory Catholic education. For instance, in his 1937 book Hacia una nueva educacion



83

(Towards a New Education), well-known army General José Maria Sarobe argued for an outright
end to laico education and, instead, pressed for state-sponsored Catholic learning in all the
nation’s public schools in order to ensure (in his words) the “argentinization” of growth and
learning.®* Sympathetic military journals like Revista Militar and RdS, as well as leading Catholic
and nationalist publications like Criterio, El Pueblo, and Crisol, echoed Sarobe’s call to promote
and defend the sacred ideals of “God, Fatherland, and Home” (Dios, Patria, y Hogar) by way of
Catholic instruction in the classroom.®

Following the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, however, no intellectual or politician
championed Catholic instruction as the tool of national rejuvenation quite like Manuel A. Fresco,
the charismatic and influential Conservative governor of Argentina’s most powerful and
populated province.®® A keen admirer of Mussolini and staunch supporter of Sdnchez Sorondo,
on October 6, 1936, Fresco mandated Catholic education in all of the Province of Buenos Aires’
public schools.®” Together with the governors of three smaller western Argentine provinces
who passed similar decrees between 1936-1937, Fresco became the first Argentine political
leader to effectively override Law 1420, establishing an important precedent that facilitated the
national government’s efforts in 1943.

Although ideologically Fresco certainly believed in the merits of mandatory Catholic
education, his decision to implement non-lay instruction in the province’s public schools
appeared more politically than religiously motivated. With an eye on the presidency, Fresco
recognized— almost a decade before the masterful Peron— that his charismatic and populist
appeal among Argentina’s non-elite classes could help him establish a broad-based rightist
coalition by winning over Conservative and Nacionalista elites. By mixing authoritarian

corporative labor tactics— like “legalizing [non-communist] unions and us[ing] the state’s power
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as an arbiter to protect workers” — with Catholic nationalist rhetoric, Fresco emerged as one of
Argentina’s most visible and influential political figures during the mid-1930s.%

The nature of that rhetoric gave added meaning to popular criollo slogans like “God,
Fatherland, and Home,” one which Fresco himself had helped to popularize. After promulgating
the 1936 decree, Fresco and his Minister of Government, Dr. Roberto Noble, issued a series of
public statements explaining the need for Catholic education. The following passages are
telling:

[W]e have implemented Roman Catholic learning in the classroom,” Fresco proclaimed,
“because we consider indispensable [the need] to inculcate in the mind, heart, and
conscience [sentimiento primario] of those young souls...the foundation of morality.*

The Government of [the Province] of Buenos Aires,” Noble added, “wishes to protect the
classroom from all dangerous contaminants...It is why this government has and will continue
to castigate every effort made to disrupt a child’s candor, credulity, and the sincere faith [/a
buena fe] with internationalist and destructive doctrines, be they inspired by communism or
any other more veiled and cunning form of propaganda...”

Fresco’s Catholic 1936 decree and Sanchez Sorondo’s anti-communist-anti-immigrant
law promulgated earlier that year were related; together they symbolized the legal apex of the
right’s counter-liberal assault in effect since at least the events of January 1919. Both targeted
the right’s political opponents and sought to protect Argentine criollo or nativist culture from
any “dangerous contaminants.” Ultimately, however, Fresco took one significant further step:
whereas Sanchez Sorondo and others before him largely portrayed those cultural violators as
“communists,” “anarchists,” “and “foreigners,” Fresco, for the first time, also identified them
explicitly as non-Catholics (and, in the context of European and Argentine developments in
1936, implicitly as Jewish). Also by claiming that only Catholicism could properly infuse a young
Argentine’s “brain, heart, and conscience” the requisite “foundation of morality,” Fresco’s

decree also spoke to the ways in which, in the mid-to-late-1930s, a growing number of

politicians and others in positions of power, consciously or not, had come to marginalize



85

culturally, if not outrightly exclude non-Catholic Argentines from the provincial (and national)
fold. Seven years later, Decree 18.411 would make such a (circumscribed) expression of
Argentine identity that much more manifest and widespread.

Gradually, however, the Conservative-Nacionalista political alliance forged after the
outbreak of the Spanish Civil War began to dissolve: the divisions that separated those two
groups before 1936 again came to overshadow their shared “anti-communist” or “anti-
democratic” interests. Many of Fresco’s fellow Conservatives and more moderate members of
the Concordancia government increasingly began to express reservations about his radical
educational policy, reservations that ultimately forced Fresco, given his presidential ambitions,
to abandon the decree. They had come to fear— even if privately many may have actually
approved of Catholic education in the classroom— that uprooting secular education would
“jeopardize other key elements of the nineteenth-century liberal state,” namely, close economic
ties with Great Britain and political control of the government.”* In a sense, conservative
supporters of Argentina’s longstanding liberal economic blueprint unintentionally had served to
a degree to protect the nation’s liberal cultural legacy, underscoring in the process the
challenges that Justo, Fresco, or any subsequent politician was likely to face if he attempted to
abolish Law 1420 outright.

Meanwhile, as Justo and Conservative members of the Concordancia gradually began, in
late-1936, again to distance themselves from Nacionalistas and other elements of the
reactionary right, they encountered their first real challenge of the decade from the nation’s
heretofore silenced “democratic majority.” In 1936, the Radical Party, after having ended in
1935 its four-year old policy of political abstention, won congressional seats in key national
urban districts like the Federal Capital, Cérdoba, Mendoza, and Santa Fe and, remarkably,

managed to gain an overall majority in the Chamber of Deputies (Camara de Diputados). In the
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months after their surprising electoral triumph, the newly-empowered Radicals also briefly
banded together with members of the similarly rejuvenated Socialista Party and the
Confederacion General de Trabajo (CGT, Argentina’s foremost labor union) to create a more
formidable ‘popular front’ aimed at further opening up the political and social arena long-
dominated by Justo and his Concordancia. This was particularly evident when, on May 1, 1937,
together they held a joint Labor Day rally, during which they jeered “the heirs of the 6™ of
September” [the date of the 1930 Uriburu coup] and, at the same time, demanded the return of
“liberty” and “real democracy” to Argentina.’””

Justo and leading members of the Concordancia, sufficiently alarmed at the popular
front’s growing presence, became ever-more determined to avoid their 1936 electoral miscue
and ensure, as they had with virtually every other “democratic” election since 1931, the rigging
of the upcoming presidential contest slated for September 1937.7 Ironically, they also grew
increasingly concerned with the corrupt and fraudulent image that the Concordancia
government had acquired in Argentine society. To counter that popular perception, and also to
help assuage rising tensions brewing within the administration itself, Justo unexpectedly tapped
his Finance Minister Roberto M. Ortiz, who by Concordancia standards was a relative political
moderate, to serve as his presidential successor. While some members of the government
applauded the move, others, particularly leaders of the Concordancia’s powerful Conservative
majority, resented Justo’s selection, in large part because Ortiz was an Anti-Personalista (a
Radical who had opposed Yrigoyen in the 1920s) with democrat leanings. After heated
exchanges, Conservatives finally forced Justo to accept Ramén S. Castillo, a staunch traditional
conservative from the interior province of Catamarca, as Ortiz’s running mate.

As expected, and indeed as insured through electoral fraud, Ortiz handedly defeated

7 "

Radical candidate Marcelo T. de Alvear in the 1937 presidential election. Ortiz’s “victory”
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breathed new life into the Concordancia alliance, but it also provided Argentina’s relatively
powerless democratic majority with a renewed measure of optimism. For one, as Félix Luna
points out, Ortiz “felt that repeated vote rigging was damaging for the country and set about

"’ Following the presidential election, Ortiz made immediate overtures to Alvear

eradicating it.
to join him in cleaning up the electoral process, overtures that were met with immediate and
vigorous resistance by powerful conservatives figures, including Vice-President Castillo and
Governor Fresco. In the end, Conservatives successfully prevented Ortiz from implementing any
sweeping electoral reforms. Significantly, however, Ortiz had demonstrated a remarkable will to
transform the image and policies of the government by distancing himself from rightist
members of the Concordancia, including some who had helped him secure the presidency, as
well as more reactionary figures like Fresco and Sanchéz Sorondo.

In his efforts to reform the electoral process and reshape the Concordancia, Ortiz also
chose to relax the press restrictions instituted years earlier by Uriburu and Justo. Argentina’s
democratic majority enthusiastically embraced this decision and members of the press and
public began, almost immediately, to exercise their rediscovered freedoms in newspapers and
journals, on the radio and at universities, and at workplaces and in the streets. Among the
major issues that quickly captured their imagination was the growing Nazi influence in
Argentina. That influence was due in no small measure to Senator Sanchéz Sorondo’s recent
trip to Germany, where, as an official guest of the German government, he was warmly received
by Hitler, who Sanchéz Sorondo subsequently praised. As a result, Argentine newspapers and
magazines began to scrutinize the local efforts of the German government to cultivate, through
associations like the German-Argentine Comision de Cooperacion Cultural, its successor the
Institutcidon Cultural Argentino-Germana, and the posh German Riding Club in Buenos Aires,

strong ties with Argentine criollo intellectuals and military leaders. Also of concern were efforts
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to help expand to two hundred the number of German-language schools located throughout
Argentina.”

In November 1937, La Prensa journalist Ernst Alemann wrote a stirring anti-Nazi article
detailing Misiones Governor Julio A. Vanasco’s investigation of Nazi activities in Argentina’s
northeast province.”® Alemann’s article and Vanasco’s report, both widely read, were alarming,
albeit for different reasons to the Argentine public and German officials in Argentina. The two
publications even caused enough of a public uproar that they indirectly prompted the
cancellation of a concert by one-thousand German Argentine schoolchildren to be held at Teatro
Coldén. Not long after, the left-leaning journal Critica published a series of critical articles on
suspected Nazi subversion in Argentina and Uruguay. Finally, the Argentine press reported that
on Christmas Day 1937, German officers aboard the Nazi battleship Schlesien— the first German
warship with a swastika to visit and dock in Argentina—were transported by the Argentine Navy
from the Port of Mar de Plata to Buenos Aires, where they celebrated the holiday at the local
German Club, toured the influential Quilmes factory, and billeted with German Argentine
families.”’

Public indignation over the apparent “Nazi presence” in Argentina came to a head on
April 10, 1938 after Germans and Austrians living in Argentina celebrated the Austrian Anschluss
by holding a “Day of Unity” rally at the popular Luna Park auditorium in the nation’s capital.”®
U.S. Vice Consul W.F. Busser attended the rally as an observer and described the hearings as
having “all the trappings...of the Berlin Sportpalast rallies: massed choruses of ‘Deutschland tber
Alles’...the full panoply of Nazi organizations— Hitler Youth, Frontline Veterans, the SA— with
their tossing standards, a high rostrum backed by Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fiihrer blazoned in
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giant Gothic letters on an enormous blood-red backdrop.””” In response, Argentine socialists

and students of the left-leaning Federacion Universitaria Argentina held a vociferous counter-
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rally at nearby Plaza San Martin, a symbolic center of Argentine independence and
republicanism. Later that day in the adjacent city-center, counter-rally participants also burned
German flags and vandalized German banks and the Instituto Cultural Germano-Argentino.
When Argentina’s Foreign Minister subsequently apologized to his German counterpart in
Argentina, the liberal-leaning press and public only grew more disenchanted.®

The Luna Park episode, Governor Vanasco’s report, and the continuing press coverage
of the presence of German-language schools throughout Argentina encouraged President Ortiz
to take more direct action. Unlike his predecessor who had exhibited little overt concern over
(the spread of) Nazi activities in Argentina, Ortiz ruled in 1938 that Germans and German
Argentines were no longer permitted to adorn their businesses and cultural associations with
swastikas or red-white-and-black flags in celebration of Nazi Labor Day (held on May 1).
Furthermore, after the Governor of La Pampa complained to the Argentine Minister of Interior
about the proliferation of German language schools in his province and their efforts to
“transform Argentine children into foreign citizens,” Ortiz launched, under the direction of the
National Board of Education (the Consejo Nacional de Educacidon or CNE), a series of pedagogical
directives aimed at ‘protecting’ and ‘cultivating’ the Argentine “national spirit” in private foreign
language schools— not unlike prior efforts in the early-1880s by liberal, positivist politicians to
“argentinize” Italian and other immigrant educational institutions.®

Decree 4.071, promulgated on May 9, 1938, was the most important of those CNE

IM

educational directives. It mandated that: 1) “every foreign language and religious school” house
an Argentine flag, maps of the country, and portraits of the nation’s heroes, 2) teachers in
foreign language schools provide a “sense of Argentine history and geography,” including

lessons and programs that conveyed “the symbols of the State, the stanzas of the National

Anthem...and the National Constitution,” and 3) no “propaganda in private forms or concealed
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in racial or political ideologies” that runs “contrary to the essential principles and precepts of the
Constitution and the laws of the country” would be permitted.®® In an addendum published
four months later, the CNE also stipulated that all teachers of “foreign language and religious
schools” must pass a government exam in Spanish language and Argentine history and
geography in order to receive their licenses.®*

Although five years later Argentine Jews would oppose the decree mandating Catholic
education, they welcomed the May 1938 decree. Like many Argentines disturbed over the Nazi
(or perhaps simply the German) presence in Argentina, the Jewish community approved of
Ortiz’s efforts to curb the “anti-Argentine” practices of Nazi-sympathizing institutions,
educational or otherwise. Since its inception in 1935, the DAIA had attempted to call greater
attention to the proliferation of philo-fascist and anti-Semitic activity, be it vocal remarks of the
likes of Julio Meinvielle, Gustavo Martinez Zuviria (Hugo Wast), Monsefior Gustavo Franceschi,
or Sanchéz Sorondo, German infiltration of criollo military and cultural circles, or the violent
undertakings of groups like Accion Antisemita Argentina that had triggered a wave of recent
attacks on Jewish institutions and synagogues in Buenos Aires.® In August 1938, the DAIA even
sponsored Argentina’s “First Congress Against Racism and Anti-Semitism” that aimed not only to
identify those “actively engaged in producing or disseminating anti-Semitic propaganda,”® but,
by bringing together representatives from over fifty Jewish and non-Jewish political and cultural
organizations— including such notables as Alicia Moreau de Justo, Ricardo Balbin, Arturo
Frondizi, and Arturo Illia¥’ — to “elevate Argentine culture” to a level that the DAIA, like much of
the nation’s liberal-minded democratic majority, felt was increasingly possible under Ortiz.®

The 1938 decree, however, turned out to be a mixed blessing for the Jewish community.
As CNE officials scrutinized the Nazi affiliation of German language schools, they also began to

investigate private Jewish schools— in that they taught Yiddish, Hebrew, Jewish history, and
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Jewish religion— as “foreign” bodies that similarly posed a threat to the “national spirit” that
Decree 4.071 had intended to foment and protect. After “inspecting” various Jewish schools in
1938, the CNE decided to exclude some Jewish teachers from the Argentine school system (of
which Jewish schools were a part), claiming that “Jews were an inferior race without a flag or

"% Moreover, Minister of Education Jorge E. Coll barred Jewish teachers membership in

law
such notable institutions as the Seminario Nacional del Profesorado Secundario and the
Seminario de Lenguas Vivas.” Over the ensuing weeks, DAIA leaders, the superintendents of
Jewish schools, and CNE officials negotiated a satisfactory end to this potential crisis: in
exchange for reinstatement of ousted Jewish teachers, Jewish schools proposed to add a new
course to their curriculum entitled “Temas Patrios” or “Patriotic Themes” in hopes of dispelling
any notion that their teachings compromised or violated the cultural spirit of the nation.

The 1938 decree, therefore, left the Jewish community feeling somewhat ambivalent.
After having enthusiastically saluted Ortiz’s educational proposal, to paraphrase one Jewish
newspaper editorial, as a liberal and effective tool in helping to combat Jewish discrimination,
members of the community came to lament the CNE’s decision to label Jewish schools as
“foreign” entities, particularly in the same breath as German language schools with Nazi or
fascist predilections. Perhaps the mainstream Jewish newspaper Idishe Tzaitung best captured
the community’s simultaneous sense of pride and disappointment when it emphatically wrote:
“Jewish schools are not connected to any foreign country and educate their students so that

791 Ultimately, the 1938 decree did not seriously harm or

they be both Argentines and Jews.
tarnish the Jewish community; still, it served as another vocal reminder of the contradictory
nature of government policy and Argentine society, and, indeed, of the contradictory status of

Jews in Argentina. Initially intended to combat discrimination and intolerance and to safeguard

the constitutional rights and liberties of its citizens, the CNE decree ultimately proved culturally
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myopic in that it relegated certain immigrant groups, in particular Argentine Jews, to the social
margins of society by denying them unmitigated access, in the words of historian Efraim Zadoff,
to the “central current of ‘argentinismo’.”*?

That said, the Jewish community and other members of Argentina’s “democratic
majority” continued to enjoy under Ortiz in 1939 and 1940 a degree of political and intellectual
freedom absent throughout much of the Infamous Decade (1930-1943). And many continued to
exercise those freedoms, particularly after the 1938 DAIA-sponsored congress against racism
and anti-Semitism, by openly denouncing Nazi and fascist sympathizers in Argentine society,
including right-wing Catholic nationalist groups like the Alianza de la Juventud Nacionalista, the
Alianza Libertadora Nacionalista, and the aforementioned Accidn Antisemita Argentina, all of
whom expressed their admiration for Franco, Mussolini, and even Hitler, advocated an
authoritarian, corporatist, and Catholic state, and regularly chanted pro-nationalist and anti-
Jewish slogans like “Neutrality and Argentines Yes, Jews No.”*

In response, Jewish and non-Jewish sympathizers of democracy founded in 1939 and
1940 a number of political organizations, including Accidon Argentina— whose name alone
appeared a direct rejoinder to established reactionary groups like Accion Catdlica and Accidn
Antisemita Argentina— and the Organizacion Popular Contra el Fascismo y el Antisemitismo.>*
Moreover, they also openly supported legislative efforts like those of Socialista diputado
Enrique Dickmann to push through Congress a resolution calling for the investigation of all “illicit
activities of foreign organizations,” which here specifically meant Nazi and fascist pursuits in
local schools, unions, scientific and cultural organizations, and the like.” Dickmann’s legislative
efforts prompted Congress, first, to create the Comision Investigadora de Actividades

Antiargentinas and, then, pass an “anti-Nazi” law aimed at thwarting the spread of hate crimes

in Argentina. Indeed, it was precisely in this more encouraging context that Hirsch Triwaks,
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leading AMIA representative and editor of Diario Israelita’s special 1940 commemorative issue
“Fifty Years of Jewish Life in Argentina” (discussed in Chapter 1 above), opted to downplay the
legacy of the Semana Tréagica and write proudly and optimistically about the lack of anti-
Semitism in Argentina.96

Unfortunately for Triwaks, the Jewish community, and the nation’s democratic
supporters, President Ortiz, growing progressively ill from a debilitating case of diabetes, was
forced, in July 1940, to delegate presidential authority to his staunchly conservative Vice-
President Ramén S. Castillo.”” While not a supporter of right-wing nationalists, Castillo quickly
sought to reassert the traditional ways and procedures of Argentina’s conservative oligarchy by
closing the democratic opening afforded under Ortiz. In practice that meant Castillo was
determined, above all, to expand and protect the highly profitable economic arrangement that
landed elites had long enjoyed with Great Britain (and to some extent the United States) by
returning to the fraudulent electoral and censorship practices prevalent under Justo in the
1930s. Therefore, after a little more than two years of political and intellectual flexibility
afforded under Ortiz, the nation’s “democratic majority” again largely found itself on the
political-outside looking in.

As disappointed as advocates of democracy were to see that opening close under
Castillo, Nacionalistas and other members of the far right, including the Church and a growing
and vocal nationalist minority within the military, were arguably more dissatisfied with Castillo’s
unequivocal support of the political and economic status quo. With the outbreak of World War
Il and their burgeoning belief (or perhaps simply hope) that the Axis would emerge victorious,
right-wing nationalists became ever more disgruntled with the nation’s longstanding liberal,
export-oriented economic arrangement and yearned to construct in Argentina an active

corporatist (and Catholic) state modeled on those found in Italy, Spain, and Germany.”® Their
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anti-liberal, anti-capitalist, and anti-imperial convictions only grew stronger in 1942 after the
U.S. flexed its diplomatic muscle by deciding (yet again) to reward Brazil commercially and
militarily over Argentina after the latter refused to abandon its wartime position of neutrality
and openly join the American and Allied cause.”

By 1942 and 1943, Nacionalistas and their supporters within the military and the Church
yearned more than ever to purify Argentina of Castillo’s corrupt “democratic” system that they
felt— as did the nation’s liberal democratic majority, though for very different reasons—
compromised “lo nacional” (read: “things Argentine”). Their sense of disillusionment peaked
when Castillo tapped, in February 1943, wealthy sugar mogul Robustiano Patrén Costas, a
leading figure within the Conservative Party and dedicated supporter of the nation’s liberal
oligarchic economic arrangement, as his presidential successor for the upcoming September
1943 elections.’® As members of Argentina’s democratic front struggled to find a candidate
capable of challenging Costas (despite the strong likelihood that the Concordancia government
would yet again rig the election), right-wing officers sympathetic to the nationalist cause from
the Campo de Mayo military complex just outside of Buenos Aires marched on the Casa Rosada
on June 4 and overthrew the conservative-dominated Castillo government in what amounted to

the nation’s second coup in thirteen years.'®*

The 1943 Nacionalista “Revolution”
For most Argentines, the 1943 coup— or, as the Nacionalistas termed it, the June 4

Revolution— “came like a lightning bolt on a fine day.”*®

Although it initially seemed to lack an
identifiable leader or any detailed manifesto, members of the conservative oligarchy and the

nation’s “democratic majority” understood the threat the coup posed to their respective

interests. Under provisional President General Pedro Pablo Ramirez, the new military-led
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nationalist government moved swiftly to suppress all social and political “agitators,” notably

communists, union leaders, and pro-democratic and pro-Allied progressive groups such as the

aforementioned Accién Argentina.'®

After Nacionalistas quickly maneuvered to occupy
significant upper and mid-level cabinet and administrative posts, the new government moved in
the ensuing months to assert its authoritarian, corporatist, and Catholic messianic vision for a
New Argentina.

For Nacionalistas, the June 4 Revolution symbolized their second golden opportunity—
the first being the September 1930 Uriburu Revolution— to enact their national program of
economic, political, and moral salvation. In what was perhaps Argentina’s most ideologically-
charged government— left or right— of the twentieth century, the nationalist-dominated
administration soon dissolved all political parties, placed strict limitations on press freedoms,
and, to the great consternation of intellectuals and academic groups, actively intervened in the
nation’s universities in an effort to silence its most outspoken critics. It also adamantly
defended the nation’s position of wartime neutrality, which for Nacionalistas was as much an
expression of Axis support as it was an impassioned manifestation of Argentine sovereignty
against the United States and Great Britain whom they had come to detest as capitalist imperial
powers that regularly interfered in domestic and hemispheric affairs.

Nowhere was the new government’s anti-liberal agenda more apparent than in the field
of education. After helping to secure the placement of Nacionalistas in key judicial, police,
cultural, and diplomatic posts within the new administration, President Ramirez cemented
nationalist political and ideological control in late-1943 by successfully appointing in October
noted right-wing enthusiasts Gustavo Martinez Zuviria (aka “Hugo Wast”) and General Luis
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Perlinger as Minister of Education and Minister of Interior, respectively.” With Zuviria and
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Perlinger on board, the government quickly embarked on its own pedagogical and cultural
program to “argentinize” all schools in the country.

Rather than single out Nazi or fascist-sympathizing educational institutions as Ortiz had
done, Ramirez and the CNE (National Board of Education) broadly targeted private “foreign”
schools that (they felt) included large numbers of non-native-born teachers. On September 29,
1943, the CNE issued a resolution that prohibited any teacher or school superintendent who had
not previously been employed at a public school (escuela nacional) or was not CNE-certified
from working at a private educational facility (escuela particular).'® Less than two weeks later,
on October 8, the CNE further decreed that at least “fifty percent” of all teachers at public and

private schools had to be “native Argentine.”*®

Although these two declarations implied, as
Efraim Zadoff has argued, that “immigrants could not inculcate in their students the appropriate
sentiments of ‘argentinidad’,” on the surface they actually remained wholly consistent with the
national integration strategies put forth by past governments from Sarmiento through Yrigoyen
to Ortiz, all of whom had championed a non-hyphenated Argentine ideal.'”’

It quickly became apparent, however, that the new administration believed certain
immigrant groups were better equipped culturally to transmit effectively core “Argentine”
beliefs and values than others. In early December, the CNE issued a monumental exception to
its fifty percent “native Argentine” clause: in a new decree, it proclaimed that all Catholic
schools were exempt from the recent October immigration stipulation, contending that Catholic
schooling was “guided by a higher purpose of spiritual education” that fulfills the “highest
interest of the Nation...by inculcating a profound feeling of argentinidad in future citizens.” '
Unlike the governments of Sarmiento, Yrigoyen, and Ortiz, the Ramirez administration had

articulated a vision of citizenship or nationality tied explicitly to Catholic learning, one which

non-Catholics presumably could never fully impart or acquire. Although there had been various
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attempts by past Argentine governments to marginalize or exclude (certain) non-native
Argentines from the national fold— the 1902 Residency Law, the 1910 Social Defense Law, the
1936 Sanchéz Sorondo Law, and the 1937 Residency Laws were prime examples— never before
had the national government legislated Catholic faith as a cultural or religious attribute
necessary to experience and transmit fully the essence of Argentine national and historical
identity.

Moreover, in exempting Catholic schools from the fifty percent native Argentine clause,
the Ramirez government also came to imply that, for the first time in modern Argentine history,
birth alone was not a sufficient requisite for one to be considered fully “Argentine.” One vital
way in which anti-anarchist and anti-immigrant proclamations such as the Residency Law and
the Social Defense Law, both passed during the height of immigration in the first decade of the
twentieth century, had sought to exclude undesirables was by making clear that birth in
Argentina was required not only to be a citizen, but also to be culturally Argentine. Now in
1943, when the children and even grandchildren of most immigrants were native-born
Argentines, the Nacionalista-led government refashioned membership in Argentina to include
Catholic faith as a basic requirement to achieve full civic status. In the process, unintentionally
or not, the government’s October and December educational decrees created a formal
underclass of both Argentine immigrants and citizens.

No single Nacionalista educational directive better encapsulated the new government’s
national messianic spirit than Decree 18.411 of December 31, 1943. Conceived by Education
Minister Martinez Zuviria and issued on the very same day the Ramirez administration officially
banned all political parties and strictly censored the press, Decree 18.411 mandated for the first
time compulsory Catholic education in all public schools, in the process uprooting Argentina’s

half-century old liberal-secular tradition. If indeed “the June 4 movement,” as CNE General
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Secretary Dr. Jorge Joaquin Llambias declared in the months following the Nacionalista coup,
“proclaimed as one of its essential principles the return of Christ to the classroom” and directed
“all a teacher’s efforts...toward this transcendental end,” then nothing the Nacionalistas said or
did more effectively conveyed that message than the December 31 proclamation.'®

In requiring Catholic education in the classroom, Decree 18.411 took direct aim at
historic Law 1420 of 1884, which for its many supporters had long come to represent not merely
a national symbol of non-parochial, non-religious education, but, more significantly, an
expression of openness and tolerance that they felt modern Argentina was predicated upon. In
two evocative pages, Decree 18.411 argued that Law 1420 “violated” and “adulterated the
spirit” of the Constitution, notably the “Catholic Character of the Argentine State” enshrined in
Articles 2, 67, and 76."° Reminding Argentines of the Constitution’s explicit Catholic mandate—
that the State must support (sostiene) the Catholic faith [Article 2]; that Congress has the
obligation to convert Argentine Indians to Catholicism [Article 67]; and that the President and
Vice-President must be Catholic [Article 76]— the decree maintained that any anti-Catholic or
even non-Catholic educational doctrine violated the essence of the nation’s constitutional
charter and, therefore, was not only “absurd,” but antithetical to the rights, heritage, and unity
of the Argentine people. In short, Decree 18.411 served as the most vocal reminder yet that
“the June 4 Revolution was carried out to put an end to...the deformation of the Argentine
soul.”!!

The decree’s final paragraphs best illustrated how the government’s efforts to
rejuvenate the national soul worked to exclude non-Catholics from being considered fully
Argentine. The authors maintained that the absence of Catholic education in the classroom led
not only to atheism, moral depravation, and the systematic denial of God, but also “for us
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Argentines the destruction of one of our strongest bonds of national unity. Precisely whom
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they included among “us Argentines” crystallized in the document’s subsequent sentence:
“Official school without religion is an anti-democratic and unconstitutional school that does not
prepare a child for the supreme honor to which every argentine can aspire, that is, to be

President of the Nation.”**

Of course, as Article 76 of the Constitution already established, not
every Argentine could actually aspire to the presidency or vice-presidency, something which had
been made perfectly clear in the decree’s preamble and upon which the decree’s entire Catholic
education argument was predicated.'™ Already legally barred from occupying the nation’s two
highest political offices, non-Catholics had now been officially, if not somewhat unconsciously,
excluded by the nationalist-led government from being regarded as true Argentines, if not
Argentines altogether.

However, Martinez Zuviria and his collaborators did apparently recognize that their
profound commitment to a Catholic vision of the Argentine State would engender strong
opposition among longtime supporters of Law 1420, who for decades had championed
educacion laica or lay education. Hoping perhaps to dampen such opposition, the decree
stipulated in a brief amendment that all non-Catholic students were permitted to attend “moral
instruction” classes in lieu of Catholic education, so long as their parents “demonstrate their
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express opposition. In practical terms, “express opposition” required non-Catholic parents

wishing to excuse their child from Catholic education courses to present themselves before the

118 While this exemption served

school board and certify their choice by signing a waiver.
perhaps as nothing more than political cover on the part of Martinez Zuviria and the
government, its very inclusion by Argentina’s most ideologically-charged, adamantly pro-

Catholic administration of the twentieth century arguably spoke loudly about Law 1420'’s

enduring national legacy.
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Jewish reactions to the decree and its exemption were mixed. To the consternation of
the traditionalist, AMIA-affiliated Jewish newspaper Mundo Israelita, some Jewish parents
apparently did not care enough to take advantage of the exemption clause.’*” While Mundo
Israelita argued in 1944 that such attitudes reflected the high rate of Jewish apathy and
assimilation prevalent at that time, the fact that some Jewish parents did not ask to have their
child excused from Catholic education courses also suggests that these parents may not have
regarded the decree’s mandatory one-hour class in Catholic education as overtly threatening to
their child’s educational, cultural, or religious upbringing and/or may have felt, like other
Argentines, that the 1943 nationalist-led government and Decree 18.411 represented “a fleeting

act” in a country that long prided itself on liberal-secular education.**®

For other Jewish parents,
as Efraim Zadoff details in his study on Jewish education between 1935-1957, the deliberate and
active process required to excuse their child from Catholic education classes— namely, to
appear before the school board and sign a letter of intent— proved uncomfortable,
unreasonable, and outright embarrassing and only served to reinforce their sense of
“foreignness” as Argentines, particularly in light of the staggering news that began to emerge in
1943 regarding the destruction of European Jewry.'*

Among those Jewish students who indeed attended the designated course in “moral
instruction” rather than Catholic education, reactions were equally mixed. In a valuable series
of interviews conducted by historian Haim Avni around the time Argentina was emerging from
its infamous “Dirty War” (1976-1983), former Jewish Argentine students— all of whom were
living in Israel at the time of the interviews— recalled their experiences in Argentine elementary
and high schools shortly after the 1943 promulgation of Decree 18.411. A number of those

interviewed remembered fondly their moral instruction classes, generally for one of two

reasons: either because the teachers of those classes— described by one student as
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“democratic, anti-clerical” individuals— tended themselves to oppose the idea of Catholic
education in the classroom (and likely the nationalist-led government as a whole) or because
the moral instruction classes offered those Jewish students a unique opportunity to become

120 One

better acquainted with ‘current events’ not normally discussed in their regular classes.
interviewee even proudly reminisced about how he was permitted in elementary school to play
soccer rather than attend certain Catholic education classes, which, ironically, landed him a spot
for the next seven years on the roster of the local Holy Anthony Church youth team after the
soccer coach took note of his athletic prowess.™!

Others among the Argentines Israelis whom Avni interviewed, however, spoke far less
enthusiastically about their elementary and high school experiences following the promulgation
of Decree 18.411. Many pointed to the “Catholic nature” of their moral instruction courses,
maintaining, in the words of one former student, that “Christian morality was [nevertheless]
taught, from books that were written by people who were militant Catholic

122 Many also acknowledged, including

teachers...[including] many who were anti-Semites.
some of those above who held fond memories of their moral instruction classes, that the very
act of physically having to change classrooms to attend the “non-Catholic” courses while their
Catholic (and some of their non-Catholic) counterparts remained in their original classroom to
receive Catholic instruction accentuated a (prior) sense of marginality or otherness— something
echoed by several Jewish Argentines whom | interviewed in Buenos Aires in 2001-2002 about
their Catholic educational experiences in the 1940s. And yet despite any aggravation or
embarrassment that Jewish students and parents may have felt, or any frustration that DAIA
officials may have experienced in the first few months of 1944 after unsuccessfully attempting

to negotiate with the CNE an automatic exemption for Jewish students, the mere existence of

the non-Catholic exemption by a reactionary Nacionalista-led government again served as a
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testament to the continued strength of Argentina’s liberal-secular narrative during this
profoundly undemocratic period.
Despite the government’s general policy of political and intellectual censorship, Decree

18.411 still sparked a relatively vocal public debate about the nationalist-led government’s
restricted definition of argentinidad, one that heated up after new CNE Superintendent, Dr. José
Ignacio Olmedo, published a series of controversial articles in early-1944 in Argentina’s leading
newspaper La Nacion re-affirming the need for Catholic education in the classroom. Echoing
two central tenets of the decree itself, Olmedo articulated, as the following passage illustrates, a
two-tier classification of Argentines based expressly upon religion:

True argentines are not only those born in this land, but rather the lovers of her traditions,

and therefore, the religion of our elders... [T]rue Argentines are not those who renounce our

historical heritage, deceived by exotic doctrines [...and then] conspire to deform a child’s

soul, violating the religious and moral principles and precepts of our nationality, separating

oneself in this way from the noble and permanent ideals of God, Country, and Home. ...Such

a privilege means to grant the full range of political rights to those Argentines who belong to

the Catholic religion ... it creates a capitis diminutio [diminished status] for non-Catholic

Argentines.123

Like Decree 18.411, Olmedo suggested, first, that birth alone in Argentina did not

guarantee one to be fully Argentine and, second, that “true Argentines” [verdaderos argentinos]
invariably had to pertain to the Catholic faith. At the same time, Olmedo, in his official capacity
as head of the CNE, went one significant step further: whereas the authors of the 1943 decree
denied non-Catholics a measure of cultural legitimacy by failing to recognize, consciously or not,
that they in fact were not among the ‘every Argentine who could aspire to the presidency’,
Olmedo clearly had relegated non-Catholics to a secondary or diminished class of citizenship
that, on paper, threatened their full political and constitutional rights. In reality, Jews and other
non-Catholic Argentines did not suddenly lose their civil liberties, yet Olmedo’s remarks did

represent an unprecedented layer of religious and cultural chauvinism that reminded Jewish

Argentines in particular— given the news coming from Europe about the Holocaust and the
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recent wave of attacks in select Argentine cities on various Jewish establishments— how
outspoken and influential elements of the populace had more than once relegated them to the
margins of Argentine society where they were tolerated rather than embraced.

In response to the decree in general and Olmedo’s narrow conception of verdaderos
argentinos in particular, Argentina’s second-most prominent daily La Prensa published an
incisive rebuttal in April 1944 entitled “Who Are Argentines,” in which it underscored that birth
in Argentina, and nothing more, guaranteed unequivocal and absolute citizenship. Drawing on
Article 1 of Argentina’s Citizenship Law of 1869, the newspaper reminded the nation that “all
individuals born or to be born in the territory of the Republic, regardless of the nationality of
their parents” are Argentine, and then emphatically added “Argentine, truly Argentine, without
reservations nor limitations of any kind.”*** The daily criticized Olmedo for even implying that
non-Catholic Argentines— whom it argued honored all the principles of the Constitution, served
in the military like all others, and were prepared to die for the patria— were in any way less
“Argentine.” A committed advocate of the nation’s liberal, secular, and democratic narrative
and a vocal opponent of both the 1930 and 1943 military regimes— particularly after the
Ramirez administration imposed strict limitations on press freedoms on December 31, 1943 —
La Prensa directly challenged Nacionalistas and their right-wing supporters who “insinuate that
argentinidad is the patrimony of those who think in a given manner.”**

La Prensa also astutely recognized that both Decree 18.411 and Olmedo’s remarks
about verdaderos argentinos marginalized not only non-Catholics, but potentially Catholic
Argentines as well. Two days before La Prensa published its bold April 23 editorial, OImedo had
also delivered an official speech in which he reaffirmed the government’s commitment to

126 u:

mandatory Catholic education: it is with pleasure,” he asserted, “that | announce that

[mandatory Catholic] education, longed-for by all true Argentines, will be administered in the
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current school calendar.”**

La Prensa took particular exception to Olmedo’s insinuation that
“all true Argentines” somehow only included Catholic Argentines who supported Catholic
education in public schools and not, say, those who advocated the maintenance of lay

instruction embodied in Law 1420.'%

Not only had Olmedo drawn a clear cultural wedge
between verdaderos and non-verdaderos argentinos centered around Catholic faith, but, in the
eyes of some Catholics, also a similar distinction between true and non-true Catholics that
appeared to hinge upon support of the nationalist-led government’s messianic Catholic
pedagogical vision. In this sense, Olmedo’s remarks and La Prensa’s swift reaction underscored
that the debate surrounding Decree 18.411 represented above all a clash between competing
ideological camps over the meaning and control of Argentina’s historical-cultural mandate.

La Prensa’s April 23 editorial was also precipitated by the highly-publicized CNE
dismissal of high school math teacher Esteban Rondanina. On April 22, Assistant Secretary of
Public Instruction, Manuel Villada Achaval, fired Rondanina for having threatened, in Achaval’s
words, “the authentic meaning of the Constitution and Argentine tradition” after the latter had

published an article in La Nacién championing the legacy of Law 1420 and publicly denouncing

Decree 18.411."* Rondanina’s article in part read:

Argentina’s national school system...was the cultivator of a common bond, a ‘common
religion’: that of constitutional principles that did not exclude the practice of all faiths. [...]
The school of tolerance...has served to unite into a single idea of homeland the children of
the men who arrived from all parts and with the most diverse religions...**

A defender of the Generation of 1880’s vision of national integration, Rondanina spoke for the
larger body of secular and democratic-minded (Catholic) Argentines who “despite professing the
Catholic faith, did not wish that it be established as a topic of instruction in official [public]
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schools. Rondanina’s sincere, if romanticized outlook epitomized the stuff of the nation’s

longstanding liberal dream, which despite some conspicuous hiccups— such as the Semana
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Tragica— continued to represent the hopes and expectations of Argentina’s liberal democratic
majority. The 1944 Achaval-Rondanina-inspired debate over the role of Catholic education in
Argentine schools— which at its core represented a cultural dispute over the direction of the
nation’s invented collective tradition— resurfaced in dramatic fashion in March 1947 after

Congress, under Peronist control, sought to ratify Decree 18.411.

Peron and the Question of Catholic Education

Between 1944 and 1947, Argentina’s political and social landscape underwent a
monumental transformation that continues today to shape the course of the nation’s still fragile
evolution. Coronel Juan Perdn, one of the leaders of the June 4, 1943 nationalist-led coup, had
skillfully maneuvered by 1946 to become Argentina’s first ever working-class-backed president.
After interim President Ramirez broke off relations with the Axis powers in early-1944, an angry
military replaced him with Edelmiro J. Farrell. Under Farrell, Perén quickly rose to become
Minister of War while continuing to head the heretofore neglected Department of Labor. As he
climbed the political ladder and garnered the critical support of the labor movement that would
soon “propell him to the presidency,” Perdn, ever the pragmatist, also worked to remove from
key government posts many reactionary Nacionalistas whom he did not trust and replace them
with his own allies.**

Perén’s political battle with right-wing nationalists culminated in July 1944 when,
following a tense internal struggle for the vice-presidency, he defeated Minister of Interior and
leading Nacionalista General Perlinger. Perdn’s victory prompted Perlinger to resign from the
government, taking many of his key Nacionalista supporters with him; in the process, Perén
further solidified his support among key members of the military and dealt Nacionalista (June 4)
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revolutionary aspirations a devastating blow.™ Together, Farrell and Perdn gradually began to
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loosen some of the authoritarian measures adopted by the Ramirez administration. For
instance, press and free speech restrictions were eased (although not abandoned), universities
regained a degree of their cherished autonomy, and the ban on political parties was lifted. In
political deference to the Church and traditionalist sectors within the military, Farrell and Peron
did not, however, overturn the Nacionalista decree of mandatory Catholic education in the
classroom.

Moreover, as World War Il slowly drew to a close and an Allied victory appeared
inevitable, the military government headed by Farrell was finally obligated to declare war on the
Axis and embrace, or at least seemingly embrace, American and, by extension, domestic calls for
a return to democracy. With elections slated for February 1946, two political groups emerged in
1945 as the frontrunners for the presidency: Perdn, the logical choice of much of the military
(particularly among those young, and increasingly powerful, officers in the Grupo de Oficiales
Unidos or GOU loyal to Perdn), pitted against the Union Democrdtica, a coalition of Radicals,
Socialists, Communists, Demiprogresistas, and some Conservatives who together opposed Perén
or any other military candidate. On September 19, 1945, the Unién Democratica sponsored its
impressive March for Freedom and the Constitution, which brought together in the streets of
the capital tens-of-thousands predominantly middle-class, and some anti-peronist working-
class, supporters of democracy. Although the march helped cement the Unién Democratica’s
budding political alliance, it also led many conservatives, who had gingerly joined the coalition,
and pro-peronist working-class Argentines, some of whom initially supported the democratic
union, to feel less wanted or welcome.***

The Unién Democratica’s shortsightedness proved Perdn’s political gain. From the time
he took over the Department of Labor in 1943, Peréon worked to transform a neglected political

office into the future backbone of his presidential bid. Unlike any other government minister
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before him, he reached out to labor leaders, offering them higher wages, increased benefits,
and union protection before hostile employers in exchange for their political support. Under his
direction, unions grew significantly in both size and power, and though union leaders did not
immediately trust or embrace Perdn, by late-1945 he had come to garner their critical support,
particularly after the more middle-class-minded Unién Democratica snubbed many worker
groups leading up to the September 19 rally. Certainly Perén’s confident physical demeanor and
his romantic involvement with star actress Eva Duarte did little to harm his growing presidential
ambitions among union leaders, pro-peronist workers, and other Argentines.

As he strengthened ties with the bulk of the labor movement, Perén also reached out to
other key political constituencies. After helping to promote a split among Radicals (UCR), he
formed an alliance with leaders of the newly-formed UCR-Junta Renovadora faction that at once
served to undermine the Uniédn Democratica coalition and strengthen Perén’s own political
hand.”® He also appealed directly to business and industrial leaders, playing on their enduring
fears of an unorganized labor class and the ‘persistent’ threat of communism; Perdn repeatedly
sought to assure them that he was best positioned to guarantee labor stability in the postwar
era. Similarly, Perdn tried to convince his military colleagues, particularly his detractors, that he
was most capable of combating any postwar social disturbances and of promoting a strong,
stable corporatist state.™*®

For the most part, business leaders remained skeptical of Perdn. They regarded him, to
borrow Alain Rouquié’s evocative phrase, as a “pyromaniac fireman,” in that Perdn claimed to
be able to put out any (labor) fire that, paradoxically, they felt he was responsible for igniting in

137 As Perdn’s popularity among the working class soared in the second-half of

the first place.
1945, and he and Evita increasingly employed flamboyant pro-labor rhetoric in public, both

liberals and right-wing nationalists within the military also grew ever more weary of the
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colonel’s rising stature and, particularly, his conviction that a strong state rested upon the
shoulders of the popular classes.”® Under growing pressure from the U.S. Embassy (and, to a
degree, from the nation’s vocal and now better organized “democratic majority”), Perén’s critics
within the military unexpectedly forced him to resign on October 8, 1945 and had him
imprisoned in an effort to derail his presidential bid. As the military searched for a suitable
replacement candidate, thousands of working-class Argentines, in an unprecedented show of
popular force, poured into the Plaza de Mayo on October 17, 1945 and demanded their lider’s
immediate release. Aided by the backroom dealings of Perdn’s loyal supporters within the army
as well as Evita’s persistent rallying cries before the masses, energized workers that had
gathered in the Plaza successfully managed to procure Perdn’s release; to the joy of his “jubilant
subjects,” a free Perdn, on the evening of the 17", suddenly appeared before them from the
balcony of the Casa Rosada and announced his official candidacy for the upcoming February
1946 presidential elections. That October day— ever since immortalized in the Peronist
calendar— clearly defined peronismo as a workers’ movement and visibly accentuated the
longstanding divisions between the masses and many middle and upper-class elites.**

Building on the momentum of October 17 and buoyed by Evita’s ongoing public rhetoric
and uncanny popular appeal, Perén won an impressive majority in February 1946, marking the
beginning of a new political and social era in Argentine history.™*® Perdn’s historic victory,
however, rested on more than just his unparalleled ability to mobilize the heretofore neglected
working-class; he had also skillfully gained the (implicit and explicit) support of other, more
established political forces in society, including many conservatives, nationalists, and,
particularly, the Church. Forced to choose between Perdn and the Unién Democratica, many
conservatives preferred to cast their lot with Perdn rather than side with their longstanding

political rival, the Radicals, who constituted the core block within the Unién Democratica.
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Similarly, Perdn also received, in the words of Félix Luna, “considerable invisible support” from
Nacionalistas, despite the fact that, over the past two-and-a-half years, Perén had regularly
worked to undermine their political strength. They largely recognized, however, that Peréon was
the only presidential candidate who would continue to support religious education and fight to
defend Argentine sovereignty against foreign intrusion— two central Nacionalista concerns.**!
While Argentina’s working-class and Perdn’s loyal band of military followers were most
instrumental in Perdn’s political victory, the Catholic Church also provided Perén with a key
measure of political support. Although Church leaders did not necessarily approve of Perén’s
populist strategy, they, like many Nacionalistas, felt that Peron was best suited to protect
Decree 18.411, undoubtedly the single most important political issue before the Church in the
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1940s, if not the past half-century.™ For the Church, the 1943 decree not only had marked the

end of sixty years of religious and cultural ‘amnesia’ dating back to 1884, but also served to
bolster greatly Church-State collaboration. Therefore, on November 15, 1945— three months
before the presidential election— Argentina’s governing clerical body instructed all priests to
read aloud the following document at all Catholic churches across the country:**

No Catholic can be affiliated with parties or vote for candidates who include in their program
[any of] the following principles:

1. The separation of Church and State...

2. The suppression of...the rights of religion, and particularly the religious oath and the
words in our Constitution that invoke the protection of God, source of all reason and justice;
because such suppression is equivalent to a public and positive admission of national
atheism.

3. Secular education.

4. Legal [civil] divorce.

Although the above statement made no direct mention of Perdn, it was clear— given that Unién
Democratica leader José P. Tamborini openly supported Law 1420, civil marriage, and increased

separation of Church and State— that the Church was instructing all (“true”) Catholic Argentines

144

to vote for Perén.”™™ While Perén may have won the election without the tacit blessing of the
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Church, its political endorsement helped Perdn achieve a far more comfortable margin of victory
(300,000 votes) in 1946.'*

As president, Perdn’s alliance with the Church proved all the more meaningful given his
ambitious program of political sovereignty, economic independence, and ‘social justice’. During
his first term in office (1946-1952), Perdn sponsored more significant reforms and legislation
than practically any president before him. Those reforms centered upon, to paraphrase Donald
Hodges, fortifying and extending peronist bureaucratic control over the nation’s affairs and
enlarging the public sector at the expense of local and, particularly, foreign capitalists.*
Specifically, Perén promoted policies dedicated to the industrialization of the country and the
development of a native industrial class; the political rise of organized labor and improved living
conditions for the working class (funded in large measure by a war and post-war financial
surplus); women'’s suffrage; government control of newspapers and broadcasting networks;
tighter control of the courts and the deliberate appointment of judges, and the nationalization
of foreign-owned companies that were in control of Argentina’s electric, oil, and railroad
resources. These and other reforms helped pave the way in March 1949 for the promulgation of
a new Argentine Constitution that reflected and further consolidated the political, economic,
social, and ideological goals of the bourgeoning peronist movement. If the biggest winners of
Perén’s emerging corporatist-like state were his supporters within the military, the bulk of the
working class, those tied to the public sector, the poor, and a budding national industrial class,
then its principal losers were middle class liberals, the landowning oligarchy, native capitalists,
foreign investors and all others among those various social groups who historically had placed a
premium on things like civic freedom or unmitigated commercial ties with British and American

merchants, companies, or financiers.’
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Recognizing that his national peronist project threatened some of the traditional
interests of established and influential sectors such as the landed and commercial elites, the
ever pragmatic Perén was eager to cement his domestic alliance with the Church. To that end,
as president he quickly appointed several clerics to key government posts and regularly began to
attend Catholic religious ceremonies in his official capacity as head of state. Moreover, he
ordered Dia de la Virgen de Lujan— a Catholic religious celebration dating back to colonial
times— be made a national holiday and also incorporated, beginning in 1947, a Mass into the

148

highly symbolic October 17 peronist “Loyalty Day” celebrations.”™™ Yet nothing Perdn said or did

pleased the Church more than the remarks he made on a February 19, 1946— days before the
presidential election— in a newspaper interview with La Epoca: “I have sworn to listen and
sastify the yearning of the Argentine people, and by overwhelming majority, they want religious

[Catholic] education for their children; it must be maintained and increased with the greatest

determination, which, moreover, corresponds to an intimate conviction of my spirit."149

A little more than a year later, in March 1947, Perén instructed the democratically-
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elected, peronist majority in Congress to ratify Decree 18.411. In formally legalizing Catholic

education by way of ‘democratic’ vote— Decree 18.411 would now become known as Law
12.978— Perdn fulfilled his most important campaign promise to the Church and, in the process,

secured the Church’s all-important institutional backing for his nascent and ambitious national
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movement. " Perdn motivations were largely political and less the result of personal religious
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convictions.™ In fact, Perdn astutely recognized that traditional Catholic education— with its

n u

emphasis on values like “faith,” “family,” “authority,” “order,” and “morality” — provided him
with yet another valuable vehicle with which to diffuse his peronist doctrine: through Catholic

education and his alliance with the Church, he saw the opportunity to transmit to a new

generation of “faithful subjects” his populist, corporatist vision of political sovereignty,
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economic independence, social justice, and national order and unity that stood at the heart of
the New Argentina he too aimed to construct— with himself, of course, planted firmly at the
helm.™?

The heated congressional debates of March 1947 that led to the ratification of
mandatory Catholic education reflected and reinforced Perén’s underlying political and cultural
agenda. At the same time, they also provide a lens into the opinions and attitudes of elected
Peronist and non-Peronist officials— in spite of, or perhaps because of, Perén’s express
mandate to Peronists to secure the necessary congressional vote— regarding the role of religion
in public life, their respective visions of the nation’s history, and, most importantly, their
understanding of what it meant to be “Argentine” at that particular historical moment. The five
extraordinary parliamentary sessions held between March 6-14, 1947 spoke to the ways in
which a cross-section of politically powerful Argentines conceptualized notions of race,

ethnicity, citizenship, and nationality during the apex of peronism.™*

Their competing visions of
argentinidad, which can be interpreted as a public contest over contending narratives of the
nation’s past, shed significant light on the meaning, boundaries, and limitations of Argentine
identity in the 1940s, particularly the nuances surrounding the cultural notion of doble lealtad
(“dual loyalties”) and the paradoxes produced by Peronism.

Although Perén (and Peronists) and many Nacionalista officers, politicians, and
intellectuals disagreed after June 4, 1943 over whether state power should rest on the shoulders
of the popular classes, together they shared the belief, though not necessarily for the same
reasons, that Hispanic cultural traditions embodied the supreme values of the nation and, by
extension, the state. That is, both groups embraced an Argentine cultural spirit centered around

” o«

ideas of “order,” hierarchy,” “morality,” “homeland,” “character formation,” and “national

purification,” all of which were closely linked to a public affirmation of “Catholicism.” The
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ratification of mandatory Catholic education in March 1947, therefore, represented a pillar in
their anticipated construction of, to borrow from nationalist-leaning Peronist and leading
congressional proponent of Law 12.978 Joaquin Diaz de Vivar, an “authentic Argentine
tradition” that would revive and preserve “our most genuine cultural values.”**

In many ways, the animated congressional debates of March 1947 constituted an
ideological and cultural referendum over precisely what was meant by terms like “authentic”
Argentine and “genuine” Argentine. For congressional proponents of Law 12.978, such as
Guillermo F. Lasciar and Manuel Garcia, the debates signaled a renewal of hispanidad aimed at
publicly discrediting Argentina’s longstanding liberal-secular tradition embodied in Law 1420;
over the course of those five congressional sessions, they passionately argued that a vote for
Catholic education represented far more than acceptance of religion in classroom, but a
declaration of support for “the future of Argentine culture” and the maintenance of “our proper

136 Congressional opponents of Law 12.978, such as Silvano Santander and Cipriano

nationality.
Reyes, countered by reiterating their support for the Generation of 1880’s sixty-year-old non-
parochial, integrationist vision, insisting that ratification in 1947 of the controversial 1943
decree fundamentally threatened, in the words of Unién Democratica representative Antonio
Sobral, “the principle of freedom of consciousness” at the heart of Law 1420, thus “pav[ing] the
way for intolerance.”™’

In their efforts to champion a “Hispanic ethic” for the nation, the peronist majority and
their nationalist supporters insisted that Catholicism constituted the “etiology of Western

civilization.”**®

In a powerful and ironic historical twist, they refashioned (not unlike Ezequiel
Martinez Estrada had done in his historic 1933 novel Radiografia de la Pampa) Sarmiento’s

classic nineteenth-century articulation of “civilization” and “progress” to correspond now to an

expression of unpatriotic “barbarism” and “backwardness.” Rather than equate mass
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immigration and a liberal, positivist model of economic and political development with national
eminence and growth, they traced the advent of true civilization, and, by extension Argentina’s
cultural legacy, back to the Roman Catholic Empire and especially through to the Spanish
Catholic Conquest of the New World. In this sense, they came to regard the Congress of 1884
that had given rise to Law 1420 as a “fraudulent parliament” that had breached the nation’s
organic historical trajectory. In supporting Law 12.978, they set out to extinguish that sixty-
year-old “amnesia of our authentic historical past” and return Argentina to her “true historical
bedrock.”**

For proponents of Law 12.978, Argentina was— in terms of her history, her Constitution,
and the collective religion of the overwhelming majority of her inhabitants— a Catholic republic,
and, therefore, to deny Catholicism was to deny her inherent nacionalidad. “Our tradition is
Christ,” proclaimed Peronist diputado Guillermo F. Lasciar, “and to go against that tradition is to
be against Christ. ...In that tradition we discover the Argentine soul and the singular traits
shared by the civilized peoples of the world. To renege on that tradition is to renege [our]

180 Echoing Lasciar’s quasi-messianic vision, fellow Peronist Manuel Garcia

nationality.
declared: “l do not accept nor validate an Argentina that is not Catholic, because an Argentina
without Catholicism is exactly equal to a dish of hare without the hare. Our origin, our tradition,
our beginnings, our present, and our past are to be found in true Christianity.”*®* Like their
colleagues who spoke out in favor of mandatory religious education, Lasciar and Garcia
ultimately equated the “resurgence of Argentine dignity” with the “resurgence of faith”—
Catholic faith to be sure.

While Diaz de Vivar, Lasciar, Garcia, and numerous other peronist and nationalist

diputados championed an Argentine State rooted in Catholic Hispanic cultural traditions, they

also sought to include in their framework of argentinidad the descendants of the nation’s
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largest, though not specifically Hispanic, immigrant group. For instance, after extolling yet again
the “sacred laws of Christ that arrived in America with the first Spanish conquistador,” Garcia
made certain to recognize Italian Argentines as having more than met the indispensable cultural
requisites of citizenship. “At the beginning of the century,” he proclaimed on the floor of
Congress, “Argentina opened her doors to the world’s immigrants. On our soil there arrived
children from all corners of the earth, none more significant than the children of Italy, who
share our common Catholic-Latino heritage, which is to say, they contribute with their spiritual
assets so that our pueblo does not lose her faith.”*** Loudly applauded by the peronist majority,
Garcia’s explicit embrace of Italian Argentines was motivated as much by Argentina’s
demographic and political realities as it was by any shared sense of culture or tradition; still, the
fact that proponents of Law 12.978 never once sought during the March 1947 debates to
embrace, let alone acknowledge Argentina’s non-Latin Catholics or non-Catholic inhabitants,
particularly in light of the nation’s longstanding immigrant tradition, served as another vocal
reminder of the more circumscribed expression of ethnicity, citizenship, and nationality they
wished to construct for their country at that historical moment.

Several peronist diputados pushing for the ratification of Law 12.978 also drew on the
Semana Tragica to reinforce these and other pro-Catholic opinions and attitudes. Indeed, they
continued to regard the events of January 1919 as added justification for their vision of
argentinidad they felt best suited the vitality of the nation. In two powerful instances, peronist
diputados Manuel Garcia and Eduardo Colom reminded their congressional colleagues of the
ideological about-face pulled by former diputado and prominent Argentine writer Estanislao S.
Zeballos, who, after having initially voted in favor of Law 1420 back in 1884, later publicly came
to “recognize his error” following “the events of the Russian Revolution, [notably] that tragic

7163

week in January. Garcia and Colom each made reference in Congress to an article Zeballos



116

had published in Revista de Derecho y Ciencias Sociales not long after the Semana Tragica, in
which Zeballos held that “schooling without religion is responsible for the failure of our
[national] education and the premature corruption of our youth.”*** Having learned from the
‘lessons’ of the Semana Tragica, Garcia proclaimed that Zeballos came to understand that the
premise of non-religious education “must be rectified because [otherwise] we risk losing
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everything. For the vast majority of Law 12.978 supporters, preventing such a “loss” rested

upon overturning Law 1420 and, to borrow from Garcia himself in this instance, “not
accept[ing], nor justify[ing], an Argentina that is not Catholic.”**®

Congressional opponents of Law 12.978 immediately took aim at the apparent
“dangers” inherent in what they regarded as a narrow articulation of argentinidad. They
consistently argued that mandatory Catholic education represented a “medieval-type reform”
that fundamentally threatened the nation’s modern multi-faith and multi-ethnic charter
enshrined in (Article 14 of) the Constitution and Law 1420.™" “We support that which we have
always upheld,” proclaimed leading Unién Democratica advocate Silvano Santander, and “we
defend the law and with it the Argentine spirit that our nation always remains open to the best
and most fecund possibilities of understanding and cordiality...The Argentine school system has
provided many generations of graduates of all creeds an environment of tolerance and

7168

respect. Paying specific homage to Sarmiento and the Generation of 1880’s integrationist

vision, Santander subsequently added that “educational neutrality represents the best way to
foster harmony among Argentines.”*®

Indeed, in adamantly arguing against Law 12.978 and for the preservation of Law 1420,
Santander and his colleagues felt, as did proponents of mandatory Catholic education, that the

credibility of the nation’s entire collective memory was at stake. Determined to protect and

reinforce the nation’s longstanding liberal-secular legacy, they depicted Argentina, romantically
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at times, as “a country of immigration” where “all races can take root” and live free of “racial

and religious problems.”*”

As their positivist-minded predecessors had back in 1884, they took
particular exception with any peronist or nationalist attempt to link Argentina’s historical past
with a circumscribed expression of hispanidad; they flatly rejected any vision of national identity
that sought to establish, by way of Catholicism, a continuous and impervious historical and
cultural bond between imperial Spain and independent Argentina. “I do not wish to exaggerate
any historical or political truth,” argued anti-Law 12.978 diputado Luis Dellepiane “but | am left
with little choice but to affirm in this House that the doctrine of ‘hispanidad’ put forth here
signifies the abolition of the authenticity of our America.”*”* “Those ties were severed,” insisted
opponents of mandatory Catholic education, after Argentina broke away from Spain in 1810 and
set out to chart her own modern, republican course throughout the remainder of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries."’

In their struggle to block Law 12.978 and (re)assert a secular, more ‘tolerant’ vision of
the nation, congressional opponents also took particular exception with the peronist
government’s decision to re-introduce the controversial 1944 Catholic education student
coursebook entitled “Religious Instruction and One Hundred Lessons of Sacred History.”*”?
Commissioned in the months after the June 4, 1943 coup by the then Nacionalista-led National
Board of Education (CNE) and endorsed by the Church, the two-hundred and forty-page
textbook echoed much of the quasi-messianic, Catholic Hispanic national vision outlined

above.*

For instance, after proclaiming in the opening sentence of the prologue that “the
Christian religion extends to all parts of the world and to it we owe our civilization,” it went on
to assert that “those who ignore the professed religion exhibit a sense of confusion.”*”® The

book’s introduction affirmed that “the first obligation that all men have is to become acquainted

with and practice that true religion,” by which, of course, the authors meant Christianity in
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general and Catholicism in particular, and not the plethora, in their words, of “false religions”
(which they never identified).'”®

Opponents of Law 12.978 were incensed that such a document, distributed to tens of
thousands of students throughout the country, bore the official stamp of “a State entity, namely

7177 yet what most disturbed them was that the Church and its

the National Board of Education.
supporters used the textbook to shape and attack not only lay education, but also other “civic
laws of our country,” notably civil marriage.’”® For instance, in two sections entitled
“Matrimonio Civil” and “El Concubinato,” the government-sponsored, Church approved
textbook educated teachers and students that “only a religious marriage is valid and [he or she]
who does not have it sanctioned by the Church is not [considered] married.”*”® Indeed, all
marriages not consecrated by the Church— whether among Catholics or non-Catholics— were
ultimately regarded in the textbook as “concubine unions.”**°
Such language led opponents of mandatory Catholic education not only to push harder

to preserve the tenets of Law 1420, but also to defend more vocally and explicitly the
constitutional and cultural rights of the nation’s non-Catholic minority. After reminding his
congressional colleagues that “religious freedom is guaranteed by the Constitution,” Partido
Laborista diputado and (non-peronist) labor advocate Cipriano Reyes spoke out against the
specific hazards of the textbook’s marriage provision:

To introduce religious education would create problems for non-Catholic children that they

would not be prepared to resolve mentally. [Indeed,] marriage is a sacrament. Yet for the

Church, a marriage that has not been sanctified by a [Catholic] minister of God is not valid. A

Jewish, Muslim, or Orthodox child would [therefore] view his parents as being immersed in a

transgression of lust, as living in an irremediable state of sacrilege.®

The distinguished historian Emilio Ravignani, one of the leading and most articulate defenders of

Law 1420, was even more blunt: “In no way should children be taught, given the moral
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responsibility that we attach to the Argentine school system, that parents who do not profess
the Catholic faith are concubines. It is pejorative... which makes such teaching unacceptable.”*®
Without ever disparaging the Catholic faith, these and other diputados underscored the
responsibility of the nation’s schools to embrace a heterogeneity of beliefs, attitudes, and
opinions while also expressing a commitment to traditional family values. The Argentine
educational system, proclaimed Gabriel del Mazo, needs to be open to and considerate of “all
Argentines of all faiths, [including those of] no religious faith at all.” “Public education,” he
continued, “should not be a center of either religious or antireligious propaganda...It should
promote a sense of tolerance and understanding; [however] not a tolerance of indifference, but
rather one of affection towards distinct faiths and creeds much like that exhibited towards

[different] sentiments and ideas.”®

Building directly upon del Mazo’s address, Juan J. Noriega
added that “in a country as expansive as our own, home to all types of climates and where all
races can take root, it is a foolish mistake to implant but a single faith that is not shared by
all.”*® Why seek to mandate in Argentina such “religious homogeneity,” echoed Oscar Lépez
Serrot, “given how much harm it has caused and continues to cause Spain with her [history of]
expulsion of Muslims, Jews, Protestants, and atheists.”*®

The congressional debates leave little doubt about the seriousness of these liberal-
minded diputados— particularly after thirteen years of the Infamous Decade, the Nacionalista
coup of June 1943, and, most recently, the advent of Peréon and peronismo— to defend religious
tolerance and protect the constitutional rights of Argentina’s non-Catholic minorities. That said,
from time to time, even the staunchest defenders of Law 1420 exhibited a subtle Catholic bias
that underscored Argentina’s decidedly Catholic character. In one instance, Silvano Santander—

who, along with Emilio Ravignani, represented the most vocal and articulate congressional

opponent of mandatory Catholic education— championed, as he had many times before and
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would again later, national values like “freedom of faith,” “respect and tolerance of all creeds,”

I”

and the “guarantee of liberty for all.” Yet in the midst of his passionate discourse, Santander

proclaimed that, indeed, “Catholicism is the religion to be supported by the State. In this matter

there can be no discussion.” %

Similarly, diputado Absaldn Rojas, an ardent opponent of
mandatory Catholic education, reminded all of his congressional colleagues, friends and foes
alike, that “we [here] are all Catholic,” to which party cohort Angel V. Baulina immediately
added “we are not against religion.”*®’

Perhaps Santander, Rojas, Baulina, and other opponents of Law 12.978 felt that in order
to best defend the nation’s liberal-secular tradition in a hostile Congress they needed first to
acknowledge their Catholic cultural credentials. Even if indeed they were motivated by a sense
of political showmanship or bravado, their remarks nonetheless suggest that, at a given
moment, even these ardent supporters of Law 1420 accepted the necessity of a Catholic shading
of public life. At no time during the congressional debates was this more evident than when

188

prominent Radical diputado Horacio Honorio Pueyrredén took the floor.”™™ In the opening lines

of one of the most intriguing addresses during the five parliamentary sessions, Pueyrreddn
quickly let it be known that he was speaking out in his capacity “as a militant Catholic.”*®
Sensing that Pueyrreddn, a high-ranking member of the Unién Democrética minority, was set to
cast his support for mandatory Catholic education, the Peronist majority loudly applauded the
former governor’s opening remarks.

About a third of the way through his protracted address, however, Pueyrreddn
dexterously asserted— to the chagrin of the Peronists and to the delight of his Unidn
Democratica colleagues— that that he would vote against Law 12.978 “because every man has
the right to his liberty...and because, at its root, this reform [Law 12.978] is contrary to religious

27190

freedom and adds nothing to the progress of Argentine public education. Yet no sooner
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after making those remarks, Pueyrredén added: “[Still] | want to remind everyone that lay
schooling is not atheist schooling, but rather Christian schooling, profoundly Christian, where
God is present even without the obligation of mandatory religious education because He is

7191

present in the home and in the Nation. Before giving way, Pueyrreddn then shared with his

colleagues the words of, as he put it, a “humble [Catholic] priest of God:” “faith is a product of

7192 Judging by the energetic applause— arguably the most

persuasion, and not of imposition.
vocal of the congressional sessions— afforded to Pueyrreddn as well as the number of
congratulatory handshakes he received at that moment from various diputados, it appeared as
if he had struck a significant cultural chord that went beyond mere rejection or support of Law
12.978."* While it is difficult to gauge with any certainty the individual sentiments of the
seated congressmen as they listened to a fellow diputado’s address, Pueyrredon’s vision of
argentinidad— one which ultimately rejected mandatory religious education as insensitive of
minorities, yet still welcomed a certain public Argentine expression of Catholicism or

Christianity— resonated even among the most dedicated advocates of a liberal, secular, and

integrationist-minded national tradition.

Public Reactions to Law 12.978

Given their historic significance, the congressional debates of March 1947 sparked great
public interest, so much so that beginning in January diputados were required to hold a series of
preliminary sessions to outline what regulations and security measures would be adopted in
light of the large number of Argentines eager to attend the March sessions.’** Indeed, the
newspaper Noticias Grdficas reported in January 1947 that a “great number of people filled the
balconies and reserve galleries” of the parliament building during those preliminary sessions as

a result of “the general expectations that this important initiative [the upcoming March debates
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over mandatory Catholic education] had generated.”**

As expected, the visitors gallery was
also filled to capacity during the five March sessions; interestingly, La Prensa noted that,
indicative perhaps of the traditional private and public role of women in education, it “was
predominated by ladies.”**°

In the weeks and days leading up to the debates, as well as during the debates
themselves, various Argentine individuals, groups, and organizations employed newspapers, city
walls, classrooms, and public rallies to voice their support for or opposition to the proposed
Catholic education bill. On the eve of the first debate, the nationalist-leaning, right-wing Accidn
Catdlica Argentina and the far more moderate Unidn Popular Demdcrata Cristiana held
respective marches in Buenos Aires— both of which culminated at the steps of Congress— in
support of Law 12.978. That same day, the recently-formed Accidn Laica Argentina held a
counter-rally in “Defense of Law 1420” at the popular Plaza Once, during which guest speaker
and former diputado Fabian Onzari openly rebuked “the intervention of the Church in the
schools” and reminded his sympathetic audience that “every parent, [whether] Jewish,
Protestant, Muslim, or of any faith should have the right to choose for their children their

religion without impositions of any kind.”**’

Police officers eventually were forced to cordon off
the plaza in order to protect the Accion Laica demonstrators after a pro-Catholic education
group confronted them from across the street; whether Accion Laica members were
subsequently responsible for two separate attacks later that week on the Buenos Aires offices of
the militant Accién Catdlica is not clear.™®

The majority of groups who spoke out in March 1947, like Accion Laica, opposed the
proposed Catholic education bill; in protesting Law 12.978, some also seized the opportunity to

criticize publicly the peronist government which had sponsored it. For instance, as might be

expected from a secular-minded group in direct competition with Perdn for the political backing
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of urban workers, the Socialist Party held an open pro-Law 1420 rally on March 14, during which
present and future party notables such as Americo Ghioldi, Walter Costanza, Manuel Palacin,
and Delfin Gallo individually denounced both the pro-Catholic law and the current peronist
administration. The Socialistas also made their views clear in a public statement they released
in the week before their March 14 rally. The statement reaffirmed the party’s support of “the
principles of tolerance” and castigated Peronists and their Nacionalista ‘predecessors’ for
dismissing the ‘Argentine’ ideals embodied in Law 1420:
...workers in particular and citizens in general should reflect upon this lamentable episode
[the proposed education law] and should realize that the political adventure brought upon
by the June 4 [1943 nationalist coup] and February 24 [1946 election of Perdn] movements
has failed to reinforce the political and cultural assets of the [Argentine] people and, instead,
has served to augment the power of what typically has been called the Altar and the
Sword.™’

At this time, a collection of Argentine teachers and educators also began increasingly to
voice their opposition to any bill intended to supplant the principles of Law 1420. Like many
Unién Democratica diputados, these teachers and educators took particular exception with the
militant anti-laicista attitudes adopted by the Ministry of Education, including its sponsorship (in
close cooperation with the Church) of the aforementioned textbook “Religious Instruction and
One Hundred Lessons of Sacred History.” In protesting mandatory Catholic education as a
troubling symptom of the growing intersection between Church and State in public life, these
teachers simultaneously expressed their opposition to what they saw as attempts by the
Peronist government to disseminate through public schools Peronist doctrines that would
further undermine the legitimacy of longstanding liberal secular values that they felt modern
Argentina was predicated upon. This rift between teachers and educators and Perdn grew
steadily after the March 1947 debates, leading Perdn to respond as he knew best: later in 1947,

he disbanded the existing teachers alliance and created a new official syndicate of educators—

the Union de Docentes Argentinos— which hired new teachers and rewarded existing teachers
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loyal to the peronist cause while ostracizing, and sometimes outrightly persecuting, any
educator who opposed Law 12.978 and other peronist party ideals.’®

In addition to the expected anti-peronist individuals and groups opposed to Law 12.978,
various groups with strong peronist predilections also spoke out against mandatory Catholic
education. In the week leading up to the March congressional debates, the union of shoe
workers (Sindicato Obrero de la Industria del Calzado) sponsored a public rally at 665 Pichincha
Street in Buenos Aires where leader Manuel Armengo delivered a moving speech entitled “In

0.”%°! Later that week, the non-Peronist Unidn Sindical

defense of lay education law 142
Argentina, an umbrella group representing some 110 different labor unions, publicly expressed
its opposition to religious instruction in the classroom while praising the “democratic” benefits
of lay education.?® Similarly, the Confederacién General del Trabajo (CGT), Argentina’s largest
confederation of union workers and strong supporter of Perdn, published an article in its own

journal opposing mandatory Catholic education.”®

Although it is difficult to gauge indeed how
representative such an article was of the attitudes of the confederation’s one million workers,
Peronist diputado and vocal proponent of Law 12.978, Guillermo Lasciar, was quick to publicly
denounce the CGT article in the nation’s major newspapers, arguing that it did not mirror the
mass of worker sentiment on the issue.”®*

Peronist dissent was also evident in Congress itself. “If the great majority of peronists
favor religious education,” wrote the newspaper El Mundo, such a view “is not unanimous.”**
Specifically, El Mundo pointed to twelve Peronist diputados participating in the March sessions
who refused, in an expression of support of lay education, to take the congressional oath over
the Bible and in the name of God, choosing instead only to be sworn in by paying homage to the

“patria” or homeland. Although it appears that the majority of those twelve dissenting

Peronists ultimately voted in favor of mandatory Catholic education— Perdn instructed Peronist
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diputados to ensure the passage of Law 12.978— their actions, publicized by various other news
organs, again spoke to the living legacy of Law 1420 even among those whom one might not

have been expected to support it in 1947.

Jewish Reactions

Unlike various Protestant groups who, around the time of the debates, openly
expressed their opposition to mandatory Catholic education, the DAIA (Argentina’s central
Jewish political and protective body) did not make any public statements in the months

immediately preceding or following the March congressional debates.?*

The last public
statement the DAIA made was in October 1946 when, shortly after the Radical Party filed a
motion in Congress seeking to annul Decree 18.411 altogether, Jewish leaders Moisés Goldman
and Benjamin Rinsky sent an official letter to Ricardo Guardo, President of the Chamber of
Diputados, to express the community’s opposition to mandatory Catholic education. Goldman
and Rinsky argued that ratification of the 1943 decree would “damage in letter and spirit the
legal equanimity of Argentine Jews, by segregating Catholic students from those who were not
[Catholic] and limiting the [principle of] freedom of faith guaranteed by the National
Constitution.” In the same letter, they also reaffirmed their express support of Law 1420,
maintaining that it “contributed to a sense of national unity and belonging among all
students.”*"’

When the Radical Party’s October motion to overturn the decree ultimately failed, and it
became increasingly clear that the Peronist-controlled Congress would push in early-1947 for its
ratification, the DAIA adopted a strategy of public non-engagement on the issue rather than

further risk upsetting or alienating Perén and his administration. In his provocative book

Argentina, Israel, y los judios, Raanan Rein suggests that “the adoption by the DAIA of an active
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posture [on the issue of Catholic education] could have come to identify the [Jewish] community

even more with the Radicals, which could have caused difficulties in her relations with the

7208

[Peronist] government. Such an apolitical strategy, however, grew increasingly difficult after

the emergence in 1947 of the Organizacion Israelita Argentina (OIA)— in effect, Perdn’s “Jewish
group” that briefly competed with the DAIA to represent the Jewish community before national
authorities. Fortunately for the DAIA, the influence of the OIA proved more symbolic than real,
in large part because Perdn ultimately did not pressure the Jewish community to adhere to the
pro-Peronist OIA.>®
While the DAIA avoided “publicly” protesting Law 12.978, it did “privately” campaign

within Jewish circles to educate Jewish parents further about the issue and to encourage them,
as again was permitted under the 1947 law, to petition their respective school boards to have
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their children excused from Catholic education courses.”™ In the weeks following the March

1947 ratification of the decree, the DAIA published the following advertisement in various
Jewish newspapers:

The Decree [now Law 12.978] on RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

In schools expressly leaves open the option for those being educated not to receive said
education when they profess a different faith.

It is the RESPONSIBILITY of JEWISH PARENTS to ensure that their children make use of this
right, thereby avoiding any conflict of conscience. Therefore, you must firmly demonstrate
your willingness, in [your child’s] respective educational establishments, to exempt your
children from the [Catholic] religion classes.

Those needing any clarification or consultation can visit the

Delegacidn de Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas (DAIA)

633 Pasteur Street, 5" floor.?!

Jewish leaders made similar public calls to Jewish parents in the months following the
promulgation of the December 31, 1943 decree. Yetin 1947, DAIA’s pleas took on an added
measure of urgency that reflected the seriousness with which community members viewed the
power and appeal of Perén and peronismo in Argentine society. No doubt many Jews, like other

Argentine supporters of Law 1420, were deeply concerned in 1944 over the Catholic education
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decree, yet many also felt, particularly after Farrell replaced Ramirez as President in April 1944,

that the Nacionalista-led government and, by extension, the decree itself, likely would not last.

Conversely, after the Radicals failed in October 1946 to annul the then three-year old decree

and the Peronist majority subsequently ratified it in Congress five months later, more Jews

apparently came to see mandatory Catholic education less as a passing Nacionalista fantasy and

more as a permanent reconceptualizing of the relationship between Catholicism and the State.

In 1947, Mundo Israelita, at the time the Jewish community’s principal Spanish-speaking

newspaper, sought to communicate this added sense of urgency. On the same day that the

DAIA released its above statement, Mundo Israelita published a lengthy editorial imploring

Jewish parents to act on behalf of their children not only for their children’s sake, but for the

well-being, if not survival of the entire community. The opening paragraph of the editorial read:
The conversion of the decree into law, which mandates Catholic religious education in all of
the nation’s educational institutions, from primary school to university, affects the Jewish
community more intensely than any other group that does not support this act. If the
imposition of the Roman Catholic faith for Christians of other denominations and for atheists
is a matter of individual conscience [conciencia individual], then for Jews it is also a question
that concerns them as a community. In effect, the Jewish religion, notwithstanding her
universal character, pertains exclusively to the people [pueblo] of Israel, with which it is
wholeheartedly identified...In this sense, the Jewish religion is a national religion, one that
does not look to proselytize among gentiles. Religion is thus one of her principle features
that, if it [alone] does not define the makeup of a Jew, then it determines his separation from
the community in the event it is replaced by another faith.**

Although Mundo’s editors may have been guilty of exaggerating the ‘unique’ condition

facing Jews— Muslim Argentines, for instance, arguably faced equally imposing

obstacles in March 1947 — their position reflects a degree of apprehension felt by many

Argentine Jews in the postwar and, particularly, peronist era. Mundo’s editors were

even more determined than in they were in 1944 to reach out to “all fellow Jews,

observant or not” in order to ensure this time around that as many Jewish parents as

possible act to exempt their children from Catholic education courses. Concerned over
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the apparent growing secularization, assimilation, and apathy of some Argentine Jews,
they wished to dispel any thoughts, particularly among those Jewish parents who “had
paid little attention” to the 1943 Catholic decree, that the 1947 peronist law be seen as
a “fleeting” directive, as some Jews had “erroneously” assumed three years earlier; the
editors argued that if such “indifference was inexcusable” back then, it was only that
much more hazardous and reprehensible now that the decree officially “has been
converted into the law of the land.”?"

Apart from these calls from Mundo Israelita, the DAIA, and other Jewish
organizations such as the more literary-minded Sociedad Hebraica Argentina, public
Jewish reactions in 1947 to the new peronist law were relatively muted. In Spanish and
Yiddish-speaking Jewish newspapers, there were, for instance, a handful of letters-to-
the-editor from individual Jews that openly expressed their opposition to mandatory
Catholic education and, like one from a Jedidio Efron, made specific reference to “the
many voices of approbation heard in the Jewish street in response to the much-

appreciated [Mundo Israelita] editorial.”***

Although the degree to which these
individual Jewish accounts represented the sentiments of the larger Jewish community
is unclear, they do resonate with what historian Haim Avni discovered in the series of
interviews he conducted in the early-1980s with more than fifty Argentine Israelis about
their recollections of Catholic education in the 1940s, as well as with the testimonials a
number of Jewish Argentines shared with me on the subject in 2001 and 2002. While a
small minority of Jews felt no ill-effects or, in a handful of cases, even experienced some

unexpected benefits stemming from courses in Catholic or moral instruction, the

majority of Jewish students and parents likely experienced something negative—
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ranging from simple feelings of awkwardness or embarrassment to outright anti-
Semitism— that accentuated a sense of marginality or foreignness as Argentines.

The historical record includes no specific documentation of public Jewish
reactions to the March congressional debates or to Law 12.978. Yet two telling articles
in Mundo Israelita— neither of which dealt directly with the issue of mandatory Catholic
education, yet both of which spoke to contested questions of national identity — make
it possible to imagine how those events may have influenced Jewish Argentine attitudes
in 1947 about what it meant to be “Argentine.” One, published in September 1947,
spoke out against the continued tendency among Jewish community groups to affix the
term “Argentine” to their organizational name. “Every [community] entity that is based
and operates in the Republic,” the newspaper argued, “is by definition Argentine.”
Singling out the AMIA (Asociacidon Mutualista Israelita Argentina) for no explicit reason
other than that it constituted the largest and most visible Jewish organization in the
country, the article concluded by calling “the appendage of the [term] ‘Argentine’ to the
name Asociacidn Israelita a redundancy.”"

The second article, published six weeks before the much-anticipated March
congressional debates on mandatory Catholic education, focused on the Jewish
community’s response to a devastating January 1947 earthquake that ravaged
Argentina’s San Juan province. Like many other Argentine organizations, a number of
Jewish groups quickly voiced their solidarity with the people of San Juan and set out to
raise over seventy thousand pesos to help the victims of the natural disaster.”*® As
these funds were collected, members of the Jewish community wondered whether or
not Jewish organizations should package their donation as a distinctly ‘Jewish

contribution’ or include it as part of a broader ‘national offering’. Mundo Israelita
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described that dilemma in the following editorial on January 22 entitled “Jewish
Participation in the National Sorrow:”

Opinions have emerged regarding the best way to organize the contributions of the Jews
[israelitas]. Some have suggested that the community, in this emergency, should act as such.
Others are of the belief that any [Jewish] aid should not assume a distinctive character, but
rather should be added to the general [relief] campaign that is being carried out in the
country. With this in mind, we believe it is necessary to clarify certain ideas in hopes of
guiding the activities of our fellow Jews and avoiding any discord or chaos.

In our opinion, it would be a mistake for the community to assume a special role in this relief
campaign. We Jews do not constitute a foreign group within the country. We are all part of
the Nation and are all Argentines, and even if it is true that we have certain specific interests
as Jews, our decision to come together to support those [common] interests is not intended
to imply that we embrace a certain foreignness...we are Argentine citizens, to the same
extent and possessing the same attributes as any Catholic [citizen] or those of any of our
other compatriots of distinct races and creeds.

In line with such thinking, we have always maintained that when it comes to any national
activity Jews should not develop a separate pursuit...

In light of the tragedy of San Juan, Jewish sentiments should identify wholeheartedly with
those of the Nation...and with the rest of our fellow Argentines. In much the same way, no
one has suggested carrying out a special campaign to aid any Jewish victims of the [San Juan]
catastrophe.?"’
These two articles reflect the sense of preoccupation shared by all immigrant
(including second and third generation) or minority groups, whether in Argentina or
abroad, over how best to negotiate and navigate the competing demands of “ethnic”

|”

preservation and “national” integration. However given all that had happened since the
Semana Tragica— the rise of the Catholic Church and the spread of isolated, yet virulent
anti-Semitic currents in Argentina; the destruction of European Jewry; the continued
uncertainty surrounding the status of Jewish war refugees; the rise of Peronism and the
ratification of Catholic religious education; and the postwar debate surrounding the
establishment of the State of Israel— those Jewish anxieties on display here suggest

that Argentine Jews struggled over best to manage notions of “doble lealtad” or “dual

loyalty” — whether they be self-ascribed or nationally-prescribed. Just as it had in



January 1919, the Jewish community appeared to face an additional burden that most
other Argentines were not forced to confront at the time of the mandatory Catholic

education sessions.

Conclusion

In an evocative 1995 article, Lila Caimari aptly refers to the years 1946-1949 as
the “Catholic period” of peronism and the “peronist period” of the Church; during those
years, both parties benefited substantially from their working political and cultural
alliance.”® Gradually, however, as Caimari also points out, their relationship grew more
strained, particularly as Perdn came to place public loyalty to the peronist cause above
all else, including the specific interests of the Church. As early as 1948, Perdn began to
suggest that being a “good” Christian entailed being a “good” peronist. Over the
ensuing years, the Church also came to frown upon Perdn and Evita’s steady
intervention in “traditional” Church affairs, notably public education and charitable
activities.

The growing strain between Perén and the Church became increasingly evident
in 1952 following Perén’s convincing November 1951 re-election, Evita Peron’s
premature death in 1952, and the early success of his Second Five-Year Plan. Without
abandoning his six year-old working alliance with the Church, Perén gradually
disassociated himself and his movement from Catholic nationalist currents, including
those put forth by his former ultra-nationalist Minister of Education Dr. Oscar
Ivanissevich. Perdn even sought to project a more tolerant and less confrontational
vision of peronismo aimed, at least in rhetoric, at uniting “all Argentines.” For instance,

beginning in 1952, Peron instructed elementary and high school teachers to pay greater
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respect to the religious freedom of non-Catholic students and to stop pressuring
students to participate in Catholic education courses. Then in 1953, he authorized the
publication and distribution of new peronist textbooks to all public schools, which, for
the first time in his presidency, openly promoted the principle of “libertad de cultos” or
“freedom of religion” enshrined in the 1853 Constitution and Law 1420.%*

One evocative illustration of this new message of respect and tolerance is a
dialogue that unfolded between two fictitious young girls, Beatriz and Esther, in the new

220 After Beatriz, a Catholic,

peronist textbook intended for second-graders.
enthusiastically informs her Jewish friend Esther about her upcoming Communion,
Esther shares with Beatriz her fears about the possibility that she might not like her new

221 Beatriz reassures Esther and then reminds her that no

Moral Instruction teacher.
child should be forced to attend religious classes or services that run counter to one’s
religious tradition; in the same breath, Beatriz also speaks to Esther about the necessity
for all human beings to respect their fellow man’s choice of faith. Reassured, Esther
then proceeds to thank President Perén directly for also allowing her to be excused
from school during the Jewish Holidays and for not forcing her to publicly conceal her

222 The dialogue concludes with Beatriz similarly praising peronism,

Jewish identity.
notably the sense of unity it fosters among all Argentines.

The conflict between Perén and the Church reached a head in 1954.
Determined to assert further the political and ideological primacy of peronism, Perén
launched, in what proved to be the biggest miscalculation of his presidency, a series of
anti-ecclesiastic attacks that effectively squashed his longstanding working alliance with

the Church. Following a publicized confrontation in Cérdoba between two high school

student groups— one expressly Catholic and the other staunchly Peronist— during the
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city’s Student Day demonstrations, Perdn openly challenged, first, the moral integrity of
select Argentine priests and, finally, the power of the Church itself. Ultimately between
late-1954 and early-1955, Perén banned all (Catholic) religious processions, legalized
civil divorce, permitted brothels to reopen, proposed a constitutional reform mandating
the separation of Church and State, and, perhaps most significantly, abolished 1947 Law
12.978.%2 As Luis Alberto Romero points out, “everyone in the Peronist movement,
with few exceptions, suddenly discovered the great vices of the Church,” underscoring
the degree to which relations between Church and State had changed since their
halcyon days in the early years of Perén’s presidency.”*

Perdn paid dearly for those political transgressions. Throughout the remainder
of 1955, the Church responded quickly and assertively to Perén’s public assault. In
addition to sponsoring a number of religious processions, including a major one on June
8 in celebration of Corpus Christi, the Church, as perhaps only it could have, openly
began to criticize the government-controlled media and flooded the capital with anti-
peronist leaflets and other vocal forms of propaganda. In what perhaps proved to be
the clearest barometer of its dissatisfaction with Perdn, in 1955 the Church directly
entered national politics with the founding of the Christian Democratic Party.?*

A number of high-ranking military officers, who long ago had become
disgruntled with Perdn’s authoritarian style, his regime’s constitutional abuses, the
agitation of the masses, and the ubiquitous presence of Evita in the public sphere, took
immediate advantage of Perdn’s political blunder against the Church to forge the most

powerful anti-peronist alliance yet.?*®

The bourgeoning Church-military alliance also
came to include the nation’s powerful landowners and industrialists who, from the

moment Perdn first 