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LIBERAL POLICY AND FRONTIER MISSIONS:
BOLIVIA AND ARGENTINA COMPARED

Erick D: Langer’

The study of liberalism in nineteenth-century Latin America has enjoyed
a resurgence in recent years. This is in part due to the tide of neoliberalism
that has swept the region about a century after the ideology’s initial triumph.
In many cases, the new study of the nineteenth-century version can help us
understand the differences in Latin American society, but also many of the
issues unresolved from that period. As is always the case -at least to some
extent- historians mirror contemporary interests and in the case of nineteenth-
century liberalism they. have focused on problems addressed most promi-
nently in the present version. For this reason, studies of liberalism have fo-
cused primarily on two issues: trade policy and changes in land tenure, es-
pecially the fate of corporate communities, both of the Catholic Church and
Indian villages'. These aspects are vital for undesstanding nineteenth-century
liberalism, but there are other topics which have received much less attention.

Another aspect which has only been broached implicitly because virtua-
[ly all studies are based on individual countries or on grand overviews, is
that liberal policy in its multiple aspects had different effects on different
countries. While all Latin American countries by the late nineteenth century
had adopted many aspects of a liberal program, they varied in the portions
of the program that they implemented. This meant that the effect of liberal
policy on the community and individual differed widely from country to
country (and, as Florencia Mallon’s study has recently made clear, from
region to region within countries)?. For example, the wholehearted adoption
of a liberal land program in Mexico led to the disappearance of communal
lands 1n ways that was simply not the case for Peru. In Peru, the anticlerical
aspects of the liberal program were much more muted and brought about
less conflict than in Mexico. _

A comparative perspective can be. very useful in determining the pene-
tration of liberal ideas and the effects of these policies on selected popula-
tions within a particular nation-state. This is even the case for issues rarely
studied in the recent historiography, such as the growth of individualism (a
key plank of liberal ideology) and the implementation (or lack thereof) of
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an effective federalism. In this paper, I will examine two mission systems,
one in southeastern Bolivia and the other in northwestern Argentina, The
Bolivian mission system was relatively successful, whereas the Argentine
one failed to thrive. I selected these cases in large part because it is possible
to dispose of many comparative issues that might otherwise make a focus
on the role of the state problematic. These two mission systems were run by
the same order -the Franciscans- at about the same time in both countries.
Indeed, some friars moved from one country to the other in their careers as
missionaries. In addition, both mission systems attempted to convert many
of the same ethnic groups in adjacent and geographically simtlar zones,
part of the larger region known as the Gran Chaco. The creole economies
of the Chaco was very similar as well, based primarily on ranching, with
sugar plantations in the last Andean valleys to the west representing im-
portant agro-industrial enterprises by the late nineteenth century. Thus, the
differential success of the missions can be attributed in large measure to the
actions of the multiple levels of the state rather than exogenous factors,
such as different types of missions or the culture of the indigenous groups
to be missionized. My intention is not just to contribute to the study of
Franciscan frontier missions, but also, through the lens of the missions,
characterize the effects of liberal policy in Bolivia and Argentina.

Missionary experiences in the Bolivian and Argentine Chaco

- . Assuggested above, the mission system in each country suffered a rather
different fate. To summarize briefly the Bolivian case, the Franciscan con-
vent in Tarija was able to recreate a successful mission system between the
Jesuit expulsion in 1767 and independence. These missions were destroyed
during the independence wats. In 1840, infused with new friars from Italy
and Spain, the Tarija convent returned to found missions among the Chi-
rignanos, Tobas, and Matacos. They were able to establish a string of seven
missions up to 1872, at which point the Franciscan convent from Potosi
took over from a faltering Tarija convent and founded six more missions
between 1876 and 1903. In all, approximately 10,000 Indians resided on
the missions in Tarija, Chuquisaca, and Santa Cruz departments around the
turn of the century, the mission systemn’s high point. Only at the turn of the
century, when the anticlerical Liberal Party took over the government in
the Federalist War (1898-1899), did the missions suffer some setbacks.
None of the three most recent missions founded in the first years of the
twentieth century by the Potosi friars survived more than six years. In 1905
anew law on missions was passed and the governmeant secularized two of
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the oldest missions, San Antonio and San Francisco del Pilcomayo. The Li-
berals gave the adjacent missions, housing mainly Tobas and Matacos, to a
German merchant firm that promised to dam the Pilcomayo river and turn
the Chaco into agriculturally productive land. While the firm did not fulfill
its promises, the ex-missions became the nucleus for one of the most im-
portant creole settlements in the Bolivian Chaco, now called Villamontes.
Thereafter, subsequent governments repeatedly attempted to turn all the
missions over to secular control, but failed to do so with the most important
ones. Only the invading Paraguayan army destroyed many of the missions
and finally in 1949 the remaining missions were turned into agricultural
cooperatives’,

The story 1s rather different for the Argentine missions. The Salta convent,
staffed by many of the same recruits brought over from southern Europe
that filled the Tarija and Potosi convents, worked in the Chaco region of
Salta province. The Salta Franciscans established their first mission among
the Matacos in La Esquina Grande in 1856. It was suppressed in 1860 be-
cause settlers clatmed that the land belonged to an independence-period ge-
neral who had received it as a grant from the government. The next mis-
sion, Purfsima Concepcidn, was established along the Bermejo river in 1859.
Three years after its foundation, the missionaries had to abandon the set-
tlement because labor recruiters from the sugar plantations in Salta and
nearby Jujuy province took most able-bodied adults to work in the cane
harvest. Only in the late 1860s did the friars return to claim the settlement.

Another mission, Las Conchas, established in 1861 near Concepcién af-
ter much resistance from local ranchers, also had labor recruiters take many
of its Indians to the plantations, but managed to survive. By 1863, the pro-
vincial and national governments had turned against the missionaries, ac-
cusing them of the 1863 uprising that encompassed many of the tribes in
the Argentine Chaco. When the missionaries resisted legal pressures, creole
ranchers in 1864 sent a group of 60 to 70 armed men into the mission,
threatening the friars and effectively shutting down Las Conchas. In 1868
the Franciscans founded their last mission in the Salta Chaco at San Anto-
ato. In 1875 ﬂot)_d_ing from the Bermejo river forced the abandonment of
the mission, as well as that of the other missions under the Salta convent.
At no time in the nineteenth century did the total number of Indians on the
missions total more than 1,100 souls®. In 1900, the Franciscans tried again.
They founded two missions in Formosa territory; the Saita Franciscans San
Francisco de Laishi for the Tobas, whereas the convent in Corrientes foun-
ded La Nueva Pompeya in 1900, bringing together mainly Matacos. These
missions remained in service until the mid twentieth century.
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Contrasts and Comparisons

~ As can be seen, the Franciscan experiences in Bolivia were much more
positive than in Argentina. Missions lasted longer in Bolivia, there were
more of them, and the missions incorporated larger numbers of Indians into
their systems. In the case of the nineteenth-century missions in the Salta
Chaco, constant flooding of wide swaths of territory along the Bermejo ri-
ver made the missions much more tenuous, The major problem was access
to good land above the floodplain. This was essentially a problem with the
gavernment, for the Salta provincial government did not give the friars grants
to prime territory. This experience was different in the Bolivian case, where
the friars asked and received land grants for the missions at the sites of the
indigenous settlements®. Only in Formosa at the turm of the century were the
Franciscans able to found a pair of missions that were relatively successful.

Settler resistance was commeon in both countries, for ranchers had no
interest in having the friars monopolize indigenous labor in the region,
making it difficult to exploit the Indians. Also, they did not want some of
the land to be turned over to the Indians, for this meant less grazing lands
for their herds. As in the case of Las Conchas in Salta, in Tarija (Bolivia)
the ranchers tried to turn the Indians against the Franciscans before a mission
in Tarait{ could be established. In both cases they failed, at least in preven-
ting the establishment of the missions®, Eventually in Las Conchas, bands
armed by the ranchers were able to shut down a mission. In Bolivia, settlers
were never able to muster sufficient force or coherence amongst themselves
to achieve such a result.

Although there are some differences in the geographic location of the
missions and in the ability of the creole settlers to present a united front
against the missions, the most important factor in determining the relative
success of the missions was the role of the state and how well it followed
liberal precepts. Three manifestations of liberalism warrant closer exami-
nation: First, the way in which the missionary enterprise itself was concei-
ved, and what the intended results of the missions were. Second, the rather
different setup of the state itself and the support it gave the missionaries in
each country, Thirdly, and closely related to the last point, the role the creo-
le members played in frontier society and the relative authority the Fran-
ciscans over the mission Indians. Let us examine each aspect in detail.

The Mission Defined

Catholicism in the nineteenth century was under attack throughout much
of the world by Liberals both in Europe and Latin America. Perhaps not
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surprisingly, as‘during the sixteenth-century Reformation and Counter-Re-
formation, Catholicism gained new vigor during the nineteenth century in
an effort to present a palatable alternative to what it considered thie godless
anticlericalism of nationalist reformers. In effect, thetraumatic experiences
in nineteenth-century Spain and especially Italy; where theformation of the
Italian national state entailed a drawn-out battle between Liberal nationalists
with the universalistic Pope and his territorial claims over the Papal States,
engendered a revival among certain middle-class and working-class sectors
of deep Catholic spirituality. Many sonsand daughters:of these deeply Ca-
tholic families joined the Church as priests, friars, and nuns in an‘effort to
aid in reviving the influence of Roman Catholicism in their countries and
throughout the world. The Franciscans who left southern Burope for other
territories were imbued with this missicnary impuise and saw the missions
as ideal communities in which the souls lost in increasingly secular Europe
might be made up among the savages of the New World.

This meant that the spiritual dimension was foremost on the missiona-
ries’ minds when they arrived in the wilds of the Gran Chaco to covert the
heathen. However, converting the natives meant more than just a change in
faith for the Indians, for the Franciscans realized that conversion to Chris-
tianity meant a whole package of ideals and concrete practices. This packa-
ge encompassed what nineteenth-century creoles and missionaries called
“civilizing” the Indians. In effect, “civilization” implied living in permanent
settlements, wearing European clothes, and working regularly in regular
jobs, whether it be as yeoman farmers in the European mold, as an agri-
cultural proletariat on estates, or, for a small minority, a killed workers in
such jobs as carpenty, bricklaying, shoe making, weaving, etc. The regularity
of the job and the permanence of settlement were crucial in this vision of
the “civilized” natives, which both creole governments and the European
missionaries shared. - ST :

That is not to say that the Franciscans did not emphasize spiritual as-
pects. Seitling Indians in permanent communities was necessary to make
sure that they observed the many religious ritnals, such as going to Mass
and celebrating the important feast days of the Roman Catholic liturgical
calendar. The mission communities also permitted close supervision and
the abolition of pelygamous practices, abortions, premarital sex, and other
such customs deemed un-Catholic. The national governments shared these
goals, but their primary interest was in asserting control over their frontiers,
which meant access to mission Indian labor and making sure that the In-
dians did not contest the creoles’ control of the frontier territories. -
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In Bolivia, the Franciscans were able to implement their emphasis on
spiritual aspects in ways that proved impossible in the Argentine Chaco.
This can be best seen through the role of the schools. Unlike the colonial
period, nineteenth-century Catholic missionaries did not generally attempt
to convert adult Indians. The Franciscans saw, perhaps rightly so, the adults
as too set in their ways to be likely converts. At best, the friars endeavored
to baptize grown men and women only on their deathbeds, because at that
point their heathen practices were not an issue and their souls would be
saved without too much more sinning, Rather, the missionaries concentrated
on the children, who, they felt, might be brought up in mission schools to
be ideal Catholics, free from the taint of their parents or the increasingly
secular societies in the core areas of the nation-state’,

The relative success of the mission schools is thus a good indicator of
the overall accomplishment of the missionaries’ goals. Here the differences
between the Bolivian and' Argentine cases is palpable, for in Bolivia the
mission schools thrived, whereas in Argentina they were unable to accom-
plish much. In Bolivia, a large proportion of the Indian children went to
school. Although there were many problems in keeping especially boys in
the mission schools into their teenage years, the mission schools in the
Bolivian Chaco were in many ways models for the rest of the country. The
Franciscans could boast, for example, that about half of the total number of
children who went school in Tarija department were the mission Indian
children although the missions represented only a fraction of the depart-
ment’s total population. All in all, about a third of the total population of
the Tarija missions were in the mission schools®.

The curriculum in the Bolivian mission schools was quite strict, with
great emphasis on teaching all aspects of “civilization”. This included in-
doctrination into the Catholic faith, going to Mass daily, daily catechism
classes, as well as reading and writing. Even the older children who had
jobs were required to show up at 5:30 in the morning to go to Mass and pray
before they were let off to go to work. Each mission had its own school
building; in the larger establishments boys and girls had classes in separa-
te buildings and girls slept with their female teachers at school’.

- In the case of the nineteenth-century Salta missions, the situation was
very different. Whereas 35 children out of a total population of 456 went to
the mission school -at Concepcién in 1870, there was no school in San An-
tonio. There, as in the Bolivian missions, the curriculum emphasized the
teaching of the basic tenets of Catholicism and the memorization of the
. multiple rituals required of the faithful. In the case of Concepcitn, in addi-
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tion to the preaching of the missionary, the teacher and her assistant taught
“reading, sewing, Christian doctrine and polite behavior {urbanidad]”!. In
sum, the missionary schools in Argentina were poorly organized, few chil-
dren attended, and the infrastructure for the schools was virtuzally non-exis-
tent.

The mission schools in Formosa were not much better. By the early
twentieth century the function of the schools had changed substantially by
incorporating a type of job-oriented education that left little of the inculca-
tion of Catholic values or aspects the European “civilization” as had been
the case in the nineteenth century in the Salta missions and was still the
case in the Bolivian missions. José Eifas Niklison, an inspector for the Ar-
gentine National Department of Labor and an acute observer of the Chaco
ethnic groups, asserted in 1916 that “I have not received a worse impression
in San Francisco de Laishi than that produced by my visit to its only school,
installed in a poorly furished building, without supplies, and frequented
by fifteen or twenty boys...although there exist in the mission 74 boys and
40 girls... in terms of schooling nothing that can be dignified by calling it
that has up to now been done in San Francisco™"!.

In the case of the Toba mission schools, however, Niklison did not bla-
me the problems of the school on an overemphasis on religious instruction,
as Bolivian officials did in the early twentieth century in their country. Ins-
tead, Niklison pointed to the missionaries’ lack of concern to anything but
training the Indians to become the agricultural proletariat to the surroun-
ding estates. In other words, the Franciscans by the early twentieth century
in Argentina had changed their plans completely. Rather than resisting the
labor recruiters as they had in the nineteenth century in their Salta missions,
the friars now worked with the surrounding creole landowners at the expen-
se of other objectives in “civilizing” them. Niklison blamed this emphasis
on a lack of the coherent plan for “civilizing” the Indians, but it is more li-
kely that the friars had learned from their previous experience.

Perhaps there was a difference in the spirit of the Franciscan missions in
the early twentieth century, when liberalism had swept Latin America and
became virtually the only acceptable discourse (just as has again occurred
in late twentieth-century). The friars apparently accepted liberal discourse
to a much greater degree than was the case among the Bolivian Franciscans,
at least in terms of seeing the utility of training the Indians as workers with
little concern for other matters. This fits in very well with the triumph of
Social Darwinism and the racial categorization of the Indians as manual
laborers who, because of their inherent inferiority, would never be able to
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compete in higher-level positions in Argentine society. The surprising le-
vel of congruence with early twentieth-century Positivist thinking among
the Franciscans in Argentina is understandable. The sense one gets when -
examining Church-state relations in Argentina throughout the republican
era is that the Catholic Church was relatively weaker than in Bolivia and
more. beholden to the state that made it difficult to present an alternative
discourse to that of the national government. The Roman Catholic Church
was especially weak after the 1880 dispute with Julio A. Roca, when state
education and civil marriage became law'>.

The Franciscan acceptance of quintessentially liberal tenets among the
Toba missions can also be seen in their emphasis on individualism. In-
dividualism, the acceptance of each person as an independent actor free of
corporative restrictions and participating through the mechanisms of priva- -
te property and the market, is one of the central postulates of liberal politi- -
cal philosophy. The friars fomented this individualism by distributing m#-
ssion lands among the Indians for each household, the product of which
could be sold on the market. All the Indians” labor was to be paid the pre-.
vailing wages and any communal authority was discouraged: The missio- -
naries encouraged through these actions the idea of private property, a.con-
cept not very strong among the seminomadic Tobas",

While the Bolivian missions also in practice tried to 1mplement pohc1es
that focused on the formation of private property, such as giving families-
individual plots and paying the wages for their work, the Franciscans there
tried to create a more communal, less individualistic outlook. For one, tra-
ditional chiefs maintained much greater power in the Bolivian missions
than appears to have been the case in Argentina, maintaining a much greatet
sense of community 4. Secondly, the friars did not permit the indiscriminate-
use of Indian workers on the surrounding estates, in fact often actively
opposing the seasonal migration to the haciendas or to the sugar plantations
in northern Argentina. They did this precisely because they saw as the effect
of this migration the corruption of the Indians into selfish, individualistic
people who brought about untold probiems to the missionary community.
The Franciscans in Bolivia saw this as an impediment to true “civilization”,
as expressed in 1883 by the Tarija mission prefect, Fr. Doroteo Giannecchi-
ni:

The greed of some hacendados within and without the republic who
through a thousand ways and means exploit the ignorance of the neo-
phytes, stealing them from the paternal care of the Fathers who took

them out of the jungle: the impious doctrines, the principles of liber-
ty, synonymous with libertinage that some officials have predicated
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and taught with impudence, through stander, satire, lies and hate a-
gainst the Fathers who are the bulwarks of the true progress of Chris-
tian civilization's,

- The Bolivian government in the twentieth century tried to change this
communal emphasis in the Chaco missions. The 1905 mission law, im-
plemented by the Liberal Party that had recently won the Federalist War of
1898-99, brought widespread denunciation from the Franciscan communi-
ties in Bolivia. In Tarija, the prior asked for reactions to the new law from
his friars in the missions. Their written responses, some quite lengthy and
contesting each point paragraph by paragraph, are preserved in the Tarija
convent archives. The most important point that most missionaries made
was that the state would gain much greater authority in the missions and
that the new rules would turn the missions into mere labor reserves for
frontier ranchers rather than remain Christian communities that would tru-
ly “civilize” the natives through the Catholic faith. Indeed, the official Tari-
ja convent historian, a French friar, refused to write about the missions any
longer after 1906 because he thought that they were no longer truly Fran-
ciscan enterprises'®, Thus, the missionaries in Bolivia never accepted the
kind of liberalism that their counterparts in Argentina apparently had when
they established new missions at the turn of the century in Formosa pro-
vince. In this sense, the internal regimen and the goals of the Franciscan
missions were quite different between Bolivia and Argentina by the early
twentieth century. Liberalism had penetrated into the Argentine Chaco, but
not to the same extent in the Bolivian sector.

The Structure of the State

The way in which the Argentine and Bolivian states were organized had
also much to do with the relative failure of the Argentine missions. Argen-
tina’s political structure was federalist, whereas that of Bolivia remained
resolutely centralist. This made a great difference in the amount of control
exerted on the local level. In Argentina, frontier settlers were politically
much more powerful than in Bolivia, and this was detrimental to the mis-
sions in the former country. : ‘

As we have seen, frontier settlers had similar interests in Argentine and
Bolivian Chaco, for in both’ countries they viewed the missions similarly:
during theearly phase of frontier expansion, theé government and the ran-
chers saw the missions as useful because they controlled the Indians in
ways that neither the army nor the ranchers could: However, once the mili-
tary balance had shifted in favor of the national state and the creoles, the
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frontier settlers were loath to have the missions around, for they made it
more difficult to exploit Indian labor. As we shall see, this was much more
the case for Bolivia than Argentina. More importantly for Argentina, the
creales coveted mission lands, often founded at major indigenous settle-
ments and of good quality for agriculture or grazing. As a result, the creoles
attacked the missions as unnecessary and wished that the friars would move
quickly even farther out on the frontier to control new Indian populations.

The federalist structure of the Argentine state gave the local creole fron-
tier population mmch more power over the Franciscan missions than in
centralist Bolivia. The provincial government in Salta was much more
beholden to ihe settler point of view than the prefects of Tarija or Chuqui-
saca departments in Bolivia. In the case of Salta, ranchers were often rela-
tives of the governors or were members themselves of provineial legislatu-
res. In Bolivia, the prefects might also be related to the frontier creole po-
pulation, but the prefects were appointed by the president and creatures of
the central government in Sucre or La Paz, with little independence of ac-
tion.

These differences were evident throughout the history of the missions
in both countries. In the case of Argentina, the nincteenth-century missions,
as we have seen, suffered the attacks from the creoles, the most egregious
example when in 1864 an armed band of creoles threw out the missionaries
from Las Conchas. The Salta provincial government did nothing to support
the friars or sanction the ranchers despite this violent confrontation. No-
thing of the sort happened in Bolivia, where the national government assi-
duausly supported the missionaries throughout the nineteenth century. In
the case of La Esquina Grande in the Salta Chaco, the friars had to abandon
the mission because of trumped-up land claims from the independence era.
There were similar claims in Bolivia, where independence hero Francis
Burdett O’ Connor had claims over the colonial-era Salinas mission. Howe-
ver, there the friars were able to get the mission back and charge rents for
its msel”,

One might argue that Argentina on the national level was more liberal
and thus more anticlerical. Domingo Sarmiento, president of Argentina bet-
ween 1868 and 1872, certainly wrote in his youth tracts such as the famous
Facundo which saw the Catholic Church as a regressive force in colonial
history. However, by the time Sarmiento became president, his government
generally supported the missionary efforts in the Chaco'®. It was the Salta
government that uniformly upheld the creoles’ claims against those of the
missionaries, thus showing the disadvantages for the Franciscans of the fe-
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deralist arrangement. The federal government could take a larger view,
agreeing that the missions served a useful purpose in frontier policy. It is
unlikely in any case that the ranchers in the poverty-stricken far northeas-
tern comer of the country could have much influence on the Argentine sta-
te, based largely on the thriving export economy of the littoral region.

In Bolivia, only when the national government fell into the hands of the
anti-clerical Liberal party in 1899 did the Franciscans suffer setbacks in
their missionary program. The 1905 regulations restricted missionary inde-
pendence, but more importantly the government secularized two thriving
missions, San Antonio and San Francisco, that same year. Settlers had wan-
ted to gain access to mission lands, but they had been unsuccessful in pres-
suring previous governments because the few _ranchefs on the lowland eas-
tern frontier could muster very little influence on the national level. Even in
the 1905 secularization, control passed not to the local ranchers, but a multi-
nationa! German corporation. After all, in Bolivia mining interests from the
highlands held sway and could safely ignore frontier ranchers’ protests.

To sum up, the interests of the creole frontier population mattered little
to the national governments in either country. Indeed, the national govern-
ment discerned greater advantages in supporting the missions than the
ranchers. However, the federalist structure of the Argentine government
gave the creoles on the Salta frontier much greater influence over the mis-
sions than was the case in centralist Bolivia. Only with the accession to po-
wer of the Liberal Party at the turn of the century did the Franciscans find
their missions under threat.

Access 1o Indian Labor on the Frontier Missions

The relative power of frontier creoles in affecting the missions is also
iltluminated in a closely related issue, that of access to the labor of mission
Indians. One of the important functions of the missions was to provide
access to Indian labor for settlers, in a pattern that had existed since the
early colonial period”. This was certainly also the case with the Chaco mis-
sions on both sides of the border, Labor remained relatively scarce through-
out the region, as few creoles or European immigrants moved there. Rather,
the Indians were the primary sources of labor for all creoles, whether ranchers
(the large majority) or agriculturists. Indeed, the indigenous groups in the
Gran Chaco were a vital labor source for enterprises on the margins of the
Chaco as well. This was especially the case for the sugar plantations of Ju-
juy and Salta, which thrived in the low, hot valleys to the east of the Andean
mountain range.
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Both Bolivian and Argentine missions supplied the plantations with lar-
ge numbers of workers. Labor contractors fanned out into the countryside
in search of Indians in the Chaco willing to come for the sugar cane har-
vest. When voluntary measures were insufficient, plantation owners got
the Argentine army to visit Mataco settlements in the Chaco as an incentive
for the Indians to show up for work. Until the 1930s, the majority of workers
of the plantations and in the ingenios were Chaco natives®, The grasp of
the labor contractors extended into the Bolivian side of the Chaco, where
Bolivian Indians migrated, often permanently, to the sugar cane fields in
search of work. Eventually, this led to a serious labor shortage in the Boli-
vian Chaco and many failed attempts by the government to stop this exodus?!.

In the case of Bolivia, the friars tried to contain the emigration not only
because many Indians never retumed, thus depleting the missions, but be-
cause the habits their charges picked up in the plantation work camps were
detrimental to the good discipline they tried to incuicate in the missions.
The Bolivian government viewed the missions as a way of preventing the
Indians to leave the country. Although authorities were initially somewhat
equivocal in the policies towards Chaco Indian migration to Argentina, in
the end they wholeheartedly supported the Franciscan attemnpts to limnit the
number of Indians leaving the country. By the early twentieth century, the
Liberal-led government saw as one of the primary functions of the missions
the retention of Indians on the Bolivian side of the border.

The Franciscans were moderately successful in stemming the tide of
mission Indians to Argentina, They were able to keep labor contractors out
of the missions, though they found it impossible to keep the Indians, often
under the leadership of the chiefs, from leaving the missions voluntarily.
They were more effective when the missions became targets for labor con-
tractors from the rubber regions of the Bolivian Amazon. The Bolivian go-
vernment decreed in 1906 that the missionaries were obligated to hand over
five percent of the adult male population to the rubber contractors. The
friars refused to carry out these orders; in addition, the Indians were loath
to go to the Amazon where few ever retumed and where the exploitation of
labor was severe. As a result, the Bolivian national legislature soon rever-
sed itself, much to the relief of the mission population®. In other words, the
Franciscans in Bolivia had some success in keeping their charges on the
missions, even in opposition to decrees by the pational government. Only
in the cases when the Indians wanted to go, the missionaries found it very
difficult to kecp them from leaving. :

In Argentina the situation was very different. The Franciscans also did
not like to see the adult males going to the plantations, for many of the same
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reasons that the missionaries in Bolivia professed. However, they found it
impossible to stop the labor contractors. As we have seen, the problem with--
labor contractors was so severe that the missionaries had to shut down Con-
cepcidn mission in the early 1860s because the plantation agents took with
them most able-bodied men. Indeed, wherever the friars founded a mission,
they were soon mundated by requests for labor which they found impossi-
ble to refuse. Why was this the case? Most importantly, the legislation go-
verning the missions in Argentina prevented the Franciscans from impeding
the Indians to go to work off the mission grounds. As a result, labor con-
tractors entered at will and took the Indians they needed, without worrying
about the effect on the missions. In Bolivia, in tumn, the Franciscans could
refuse to let non-Indians onto the mission. Except for a brief period between
1906 and 1910, they were able to control who could use Indian labor. The
missionaries asserted that they only let those creoles who treated their char-
ges well and who paid them on time to recruit workers from the missions?.

Although the Franciscans in Argentina did not have that authority, they
eventually hit on a new system that made it possible to keep most of their
charges. In San Francisco de Laishi they transformed the mission into an
agricultural enterprise that depended on making money and thus keeping
the Indians at full (and paid) employment at the mission. This had other
consequences, slighting what otherwise might have been the principal goal
of the mission: “civilizing™ the natives. As we have seen, the friars neglected
the religious aspects as well as schooling, the traditional means of accul-
turating the mission inhabitants As José Niklison remarked: “Synthesizing
my impression in respect [to the mission], I will say that it is equivalent at
present to an {agricultural] colony and a factory. Nothing more”. In many
ways, this was the logical extension of liberalism: create missions not to
inculcate religion or create a sense of religious community, but to create an
establishment in which economic considerations came first. The emphasis
on individualism, also marked in this mission, reinforces this impression.
The Indians would become a type of homo economicus, a common laborer,
as turn-of-the-century liberals envisioned the lower orders of Latin Ameri-
can society. -

Conclusion

The comparison of these missions provides not only interesting case
studies of differences in the ways of acculturating Indians or the way in
which the various levels of the state shaped the missionary experience and
its relative successes ‘or failures. It'is possible to turn the analysis around
and see how the different experiences of the missions tells us something
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about the larger societies of which they were part and the relative per-
meability of these societies to liberal impulses. These differences can be
seen in the three aspects of the mission experience discussed above.

In Argentina, liberalism was much more deeply established, even in the -
second half of the nineteenth century, than in Bolivia. The goals of the
missions were in general terms similar, that of “civilizing” the natives, but
the way in which the missionaries tried to implement these goals were qui-
te different. In Argentina, despite the emphasis that Domingo Sarmiento
had put on education, mission schools lagged. Both in terms of the number
of students as well as the resources put to schooling Argentina lagged be-
hind Bolivia. This had as much to do with externa} factors -the friars had
less control over their charges than in the Bolivian Chaco- as it did with a
de-emphasis on schooling especially noticeable in Laishi. In Bolivia, the
Franciscans were able to emphasize more the spiritual aspects of their mis-
sion because they were better organized and had state backing,

Another important aspect is that in Argentina the adoption of liberalism
meant -at least by the second half of the nineteenth century when the Inte-
rior Federalists had won against the Rosas regime- an acceptance of the
principles of federalism. This had real consequences on the local level (an
aspect often ignored in Argentine history) in that regional elites had much
greater influence on government policies than more centralized states, In
the case of Argentina, frontier ranchers were able to attack the missions
with impunity because of their influence on the provincial level, as occurred
in 1864. In the case of Bolivia, the alliance of the Franciscans with a firmly
centralist government made these kinds of actions impossible. Frontier creo-
les attempted to undermine the missions, but were stymied by departmen-
tal officials appointed by the central government and beholden to them, not
the local elites.

The support the Franciscans enjoyed from the government also affected
the control they could exert on their charges and their relationship with the
sugar plantations. While mission Indians left for the sugar cane fields in
both Argentina and Bolivia, in Argentina the friars were powerless to stop
the exodus of adult workers to such an extent that it closed down one mis-
sion. Only when the Franciscans themselves embraced the agro-industrial
model of the plantations on the missions themselves were thev successful
in stopping the hemorrhage of laborers. In Bolivia, the migration of mission
Indians to the sugar plantations was an issue as well. However, the Francis-
cans there were able to keep labor contractors at bay because of the greater
authority they exercised on the missions: It also helped that most Indians
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wanted to go the plantations on the other side of the border; going against
the nationalist impulses of Bolivian officials. Even when the government
became anticlerical and explicitly liberal in its policies after the 1898-99
Federalist War, it did not but briefly dispute the friars’ role as arbiters of
the Indians’ work outside the missions. In the end, the Liberal government
saw it in its interest to keep the Indians close to the missions and protect
them from the exploitation common on the frontier through the missiona-
ries’ intercession.

The efforts of the Bolivian Liberal regime between 1906 and 1910 to
force five percent of the mission Indians to work outside the missions fail-
ed, in the process showing some of the differences in the Bolivian and
Argentine states, First, it showed the limits of the centralist model, for the
Bolivian government could not guarantee the Indians’ safe return, especial-
ly from the lawless rubber regions to the north of the Chaco missions. In
the end, frontier settlers in the Chaco 10st more of the labor force through
this government policy than by having the missions regulate access to the
Indians. In the federalist model of Argentina, local creoles would not have
permitted Indian workers to leave the region. Secondly, it showed that the
missionaries were actually some of the most effective agents the govern-
ment possessed on the frontier if they wanted to keep native labor in the
region. This was ironic, given the government’s political ideology of anti-
clericalism. Thirdly, and most importantly, the missionaries’ effective re-
sistance against these policies and the overturning of this regulation show-
ed that the Catholic Church had much more clout, on both the local and
national levels, than was the case in Argentina. Liberalism, with its fervent
anticlericalism, had not set roots the way it had in Argentina since the nine-
teenth century. Those brave souls who were willing to question the Catholic
Church existed also among the Bolivian elites, but they were in the long
term much less effective than in Argentina. -
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