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The electoral reform of 1912 made the vote secret and compulsory in Argentina for
all males over 18 years of age. The reform has been thought of as a dramatic turning point
in the country's political development; as the tuming of Argentina into a modem
democracy. Previous reference to the electoral life of the pre-reform period has primarily
concentrated on describing fraud and violence and, therefore, little is known about many
aspects of the pre-1912 elections.

Focusing on the city of Buenos Aires, this article attempts both to enhance our
understanding of pre-reform elections and to cast some doubts on the standard
interpretations of the city's electoral and political developments. It should be stressed,
however, that, given the profound differences between Buenos Aires and the rest of the
country, generalizations about elections in the city cannot be applied to the rest of the
country.l The first section of this paper briefly describes the history of the franchise in the
province and city of Buenocs Aires and analyses the received views on her electoral
development. The article then concentrates on the voters of Buenos Aires. New findings of
the nature of the clectorate and the size of the voting population before 1912 offer an
alternative account of the city's electoral life. As we shall see, these findings are closely
related to socio-economic changes and the development of electoral practices over the

decades preceding the 1912 reform.
An early start

In 1821, the constitution of the province of Buenos Aires established male
universal suffrage. The only qualification required to vote was to be male and to be over
20 years of age. Buenos Aires was not the only province which adopted universal sufirage;

at least three other provinces also established it at the time, although after a few years they




abandoned it and followed the more common pattern of introducing professional or
educational restrictions.2 In 1852, after several years of anarchy and dictatorship,
Argentina became a unified nation and adopted a Constitution drafted according to the
North-American model. The constitution of 1853 said very little about elections.
Paradoxically, although the constitution did establish some requirements for becoming a
representative, it said nothing about who would be entitled to vote. Regulation of the
franchise and of the electoral system was left to Congress.

By then the principle of male universal suffrage had a long history in Buenos
Aires, the country's leading province. Although most provinces had restricted voting to the
literate or maintained professional qualifications for the franchise, these requirements were
soon abolished by the National Congress following the example of Buenos Aires. By 1856
all Argentine males over 17 years of age had the right to vote in national elections. Between
1862 and 1930, when the first military coup took place in Argentina, national elections
took place with the frequency established by the National Constitution and according to the
regulations determined by national laws.

The question of the franchise was resolved in Argentina at a very early stage of its
national organization. Perhaps because of this, it never became a significant issue in the
frequent debates about the electoral system in the National Congress. Congressional
debates on elections generally revolved around the allocation of votes, the size of wards,
the registration of voters and the improvement of the system, but not around the
franchise.3 This does not mean that there was unanimous agreement about the benefits of
untversal suffrage. Voices were raised from time to time against the absence of restrictions
in a new and uﬂderdeveloped country. In 1886 for example, a prominent young lawyer
published a treatise arguing for the introduction of at least literacy restrictions for those

under 21 and for disenfranchising criminals and the unemployed. N



He expressed with horror,

No other country where popular suffrage is regularly exercised has an electoral
body composed of such malleable and unaware elements. The Argentine law has
not only happily given the right to vote to the ignorant, the criminal, the beggar and
the tramp, but it has also given it to the weak and inexperienced adolescent, whose
will is only that of his father or tutor.

He was not alone in disputing the merits of unrestricted suffrage. In 1911, in the
first opinion poll conducted in the country, a majority favoured restricﬁng the vote.d
Nevertheless, demands for restrictions to the franchise never received much political
support and were never introduced.

Despite the fact that universal suffrage was adopted at a very early stage in
Argentina - there are few if any parallels - the electorate was initially reluctant to go to the
polls. In the first elections in the province of Buenos Aires in 1821 only 328 men voted out
of a population of 60,000.6 The.tum—outs for the 1876 election are estimated at no more
than 11.5% of the electorate.’ Many explanations were given, both by contemporaries and
later by historians and social scientists, for the high levels of abstention. They all suggest
that indifference, corruption and the predominance between 1880 and 1916 of one political
party (the Partido Autonomista Nacional), were the main obstacles to electoral
participation. The high levels of abstention were one of the principal considerations in the
introduction of compulsory and secret voting in 1912. The reform was intended to increase
the levels of participation (and hence of political involvement), put an end to electoral
corruption, and promote the formation of opposition parties.3 The first presidential

elections under the reform (1916) were won by the opposition party.

The small turns-outs of the pre-reform period have been one of the main factors

£ )

upon which historians have based the standard interpretation of Argentina's electoral and




political development. The predominant view has been that Argentina's early adoption of
male universal suffrage makes her clectoral development no different to those of countries
which maintained literacy and property restrictions until the first half of the twentieth
century. The political and electoral predominance of the landed oligarchy, which continued
until 1916, the innumerable accounts of electoral repression, and the simall turn-outs, have
been seen as evidence that, until 1912, elections were simply au exercise in repression and
manipulation by the landed ‘elite. Elections prior to 1912 have been understood as one of
the many mechanisms employed by the oligarchy to keep the reins of power in its hands.?
Accounts of the elections of the pre-reform period tend to an exclusive on violence,
becoming little more than anecdotes of various fraudulent activities. The electoral reform
of 1912 is then compared to the granting of universal suffrage in Western democracies; it ts
seen as the achievement in Argentina of a full democratic system. However, unlike
Westermn democracies where the transition towards modern democracy was gradual, it has
commonly been argued that in Argentina the transition was an excessively abrupt one. One
of the main pitfalls of the pre-reform system is thought to have been its failure to provide
for the gradual development of political parties and the gradual improvement of the
electoral system. It is claimed that, overnight, turn-outs for national elections more than
tripled, new social forces were included in the political system, elections were abruptly
transformed from exclusive to inclusive affairs, and parties for the first time had to appeal
to an electorate for votes instead of just relying on corruption and manipulation.
Furthermore, many argued that the suddenness of this transition was responsible for the
failure of the country's new democracy, which, unable to cope, was curtailed by a military

coup in 1930.10



The voters of Buenos Aires

There has been wide agreement among historians and social scientists that the pre-
reform elections did not mean the competition of political parties for the votes of the
citizens. This interpretation is largely based on certain views of the nature and size of
electoral participation before the vote became secret and compulsory. The traditional view
has been that the voting population was composed of members of the elite who, by
extensive use of electoral repression, kept the new social forces away from the polls.
According to this view, the reform of 1912 meant the expansion of the vote from the top to
the bottom of society. 11

However, in recent analyses of the city of Buenos Aires between 1850 and 1880, it
has been argued that voters did not belong to the enlightened elite but to the least qualified
sectors of the population (the peons, the journeymen and the railway workers) who were
marched to the poll by party factions on election day. It was the early granting of universal
suffrage that made possible the manipulation of an unqualified electorate. The reform of

1912, the argument follows, did not mean the expansion of the vote from top to bottom, as

had been traditionally argued, but the creation of the citizenry as the well-to-do had
previously remained indifferent to the country's electoral life. 12 |

However, if the electorate of Buenos Aires between 1850 and 1880 was composed
by the 'marginal sectors' of the city's population, by the 1890s the situation had significantly
changed. Data on the electorate drawn from the El=ctoral Register of the city of Buenos
Aires in 1896 shows that, in the 1890s, the electorate was neither restricted to members of
the elite, nor was it composed of the least qualified workers deployed for street fighting on
election day.13 An analysis by professions shows that all sectors of the population were

broadly represented on the electoral roll. While the lower and middle sector of the ,




population represented 45% and 42% of the registrations respectively, the upper sectors
composed a significant 13%.14  Furithermore, 92.5% of the potential voters did know how
to read and write, a remarkably high percentage considering the literacy standards of the

time. 15

Current interpretations of pre-reform elections have been based not only on the
nature of the electoral participation but also on its size. The undoubtedly small size of the
voting population of the city of Buenos Aires before 1912 has led to the dismissal of the
electorate as unworthy of serious consideration. It is time, however, to re-think two basic
questions: how small was the voting poﬁulation of Buenos Atres before 1912 ? And,
more importantly, was its size stagnant or were there strong trends over the pre-1912
period ?

A first response to these two questions is revealed in the following graph which
displays the turn-out figures and the total population of Buenos Aires from 1890 up to
1910, the last election before the 1912 reform.16 When comparing the tum-outs to the
total population it should be remembered that for six decades after 1869, immigrants
comprised two thirds to three quarters of the total adult population. Immigrants could only
participate in national elections after acquiring citizenship, which they seldom did. As a
result, in the city of Buenos Aires, as in most other arcas of high immigrant concentration,

between 50% and 70% of the adult males could not vote. 17



Graph 1: Turn-outs and total population. Buenos Aires, 1890-1910
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Sources: Population figures are taken from national and municipal censuses, years:
1865, 1887, 1895, 1904, 1909 and 1914. The number of voters are taken from the
electoral results published by La Prensa in each election.

It is undoubtedly the case that the numbers actually voting were a minority.
However, what has generally remained unnoticed is the strong trend in the absolute
number of people voting. 18 From as early as 1895, the tumn-outs of Buenos Aires were
growing very strongly indeed. The figures are rather volatile; this is due to the inclusion of

all the national elections of the period. The graph includes by-elections (1893);, unc‘ontcsted




clections {1890, 1891, 1892:2); eilections that took place in only half the city of Buenos
Alres after a temporary change in the electoral system (1904:2); and elections which,
although contested, displayed little competition given the comfortabie predominance of one
of the parties (1900; 1908; 1910).1% However, even taking these elections into account,
the trend after 1895 is clear; it does not suggest a stagnant electoral participation but a
strongly growing interest in eleciions. The graph also shows that turn-outs grew fast in a
city where the population was also growing at high speed. indeed, between 1904 and
1909, the city of Buenos Aires grew at an annual rate of 5.8%; the second highest annual
rate in the Western world.20 However, as the graph shows, from 1895 to 1910 the
growth in the tur-out kept pace with the total population growth.

In a city where the adult population was predominantly composed of foreigners
who were reluctant to acquire Argentine nationality and therefore could not vote, the turn-
outs are best related to the electorate, that is to the adult-Argentine-males over 17 or 18
years of age rather to the total population.21 However, before doing this it is best first to
consider a significant characterisiic of the electorate of Buenos Aires before 1912 that has

been previously overlooked. Table 1 ilustrates the size of the electorate in relation to the

total population.22
Table 1: The total population and the electorate,
Buenos Aires, 1887-1914.
Electorate Annualized  Annualized
as % of the Amnualized  Annualized  Growth Rate Growth Rate
The Total Total Growth Rate Growth Rate Electorate Population
Electorate Population  Population Electorate Population Whole Period Whole Period
(1 @) ®) @ ) () ™
1887 43867 = 433375 10.1%
1895 51089 663854 7.7% 1.9% 5.5%
1904 81436 950891 8.6% 5.3% 4.1%
1914 156366 1575814 9.9% 6. 7% 5.2% 4.8% 49%

Sources: As in Graph 1.



In a city whose growth has generally been attributed to the high level of
immigration, the rapid growth of the electorate has remained unnoticed. However,
Columns 1 and 2 show that as the population grew, so too did the electorate, particularly
between 1904 and 1914. Column 3 shows that the electorate as a percentage of the total
population remained roughly constant, or in other words the growth in the electorate kept
pace with the growth in the population. In terms of annual growth rates, Columns 4 and 5
show strong rates of 4.1 and 5.5%. More significantly however, they also show that
although the growth rate in the electorate was relatively low between 1887 and 1895, it
outpaced population‘ growth in subsequent years. Admittedly, the growth rates for the
electorate are faster from a small base but the general point remains, the electorate grew
strongly during the period. The average annual growth rates across the whole pertod
displayed in the two final columns are roughly equal again showing a dynamic electorate

within a dynamic population.

What, then, was the relationship between the electorate and the turn-outs?
Although this could be analysed in every election year, for clarity of presentation two
representative two-year periods at the beginning and at the end of the sample (1890-1892
and 1908-1910) are discussed.23 In each of these two-year periods there were four
elections and in Column 2 of the table the average turn-out over the four elections is

presented.
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Table 2: The electorate and the turn-outs. Buenos Aires, 1890-1910.

The Tumout Annualized Annualized

The The asa % of Growth Rate Growth Rate
Electorate Turnout The Electorate  Electorate Tumout
® V3 3 C)) 6)
~ 1890-1892 49245 10840 22.0%
1908-1910 115467 28155 24.4% 4.8% 5.4%

The first column of Table 2 gives an estimate of the electorate in each period, 24
while the third column shows that the turn-out does not decrease as a percentage of the
electorate even though the electorate is growing strongly. The annual growth rates
displayed in Columns 4 and 5 show that the annual rate of growth of the turn-out was
actually faster than that of the electorate. Again, it must be noted that this rapid growth of
the turn-out is from a small base but the general point is that turn-outs as a percentage of

the electorate remain roughly constant even though the electorate was growing strongly.

One of the reasons why the rapid growth of the pre-1912 voting population has
remained overshadowed relates to its frequent comparison to the tum-outs under
compulsory voting. When analysing the impact of the 1912 reform on the number of
voters, it has been argued that the size of the voting population more than tripled. 25 This
argument is based on the comparison of the turn-out in 1910 (with an average of 23%
across the two elections) with that of the 84% in the first election of 1912. However, Table
3, which presents data on national elections in an extended period from 1890 to 1930,

offers a slightly different picture.26
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Table 3: Turn-out in Buenos Aires, 1890-1930

1890 21.3%
1891 20.1%
1892 27.9%
1892 19.6%
1893 9.8%
1894 22.4%
1895 11.3%
1895 13.6%
1896 22.0%
1898 36.1%
1900 25.0%
1902 25.1%
1904 34.2%
1904 24.5%
1904 34.6%
1906 33.4%
1908 23.3%
1908 28.5%
1910 20.1%
1910 - 25.7%
1912 84.0%
1914 74.1%
1916 76.2%
1916 75.6%
1918 72.8%
1920 73.0%
1920 73.0%
1922 73.6%
1922 71.0%
1924 65.3%
1926 63.8%
1928 91.6%
1930 86.1%

Sources: The electorate between 1890-1910 inclusive is estimated from the census data in 1887, 1895, 1904,
and 1914. From percentages of the electorate over the total population, a linear trend is used to estimate the
percentage eligible to vote in the intervening years. This number is then multiplied by the total population in
the actual year to obtain the estimate of the electorate. The estimates between 1912 and 1930 are taken from,
D. Cant6n, Matenales para el estudio de la sociologia politica en la Argentina, Buenos Aires, 1968.
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As Table 3 shows, the average turn-out of 23% for the elections of 1910 is one of
the lowest turn-outs in the 20th century before 1912, while 84% for 1912 is the highest
turn-out under secret and compulsory voting (untii 1928). In similar fashion the highest
turn-out under "free voting" (36% in 1898 or 34% in 1904) could be compared to the
lowest turn-out under compulsory voting (63% in 1926); it could thus be argued that after

1912 the turn-out did not even double.

While it is clear that the in.“xpact of the 1912 in the electoral mobilization has been
exaggerated, it is more important to look at the overall trend. The average turn-out for the
10 elections before 1912, including low turn-outs in by-elections and in uncontested
elections was, 27.4%. After 1912, the turn-out grew rapidly for the first election of 1912
(84%), but then gradually declined. The average turn-out for the ten elections after 1912
was 71.8%. In other words the turm-out did double but certainly did not more than
triple.27 The impact of 1912 on the electoral mobilization of the city, although
undoubtedly significant, was less dramatic than it has been assumed. This makes the
expansion of the Argentine electorate due to the reform of 1912 a less exceptional case

than has commonly been thought.28

The city of Buenos Aires and its electoral culture

One of the main pitfalls of most analyses of different aspects of the pre-1912

elections has been treating the pre-reform period as a single block, as if there had been.no
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changes in the nature of the electorate or in the electoral practices of the city in the 60
years and more prior to the passing of the 1912 reform. Anecdotes of fraud and violence in
the 1860s or 1870s have been used to characterise the electoral practices of the whole pre-
reform period and randomly-quoted turn-outs have been thought to be representative of
the electoral participation of the period as a whole. There are two main reasons for this.
The first and most obvious one is the incipient stage of the research on pre-reform
elections. The second and more surprising reason is the reluctance to link the topic of
electoral politics with other areas studied in more depth, such as the development of the
city of Buenos Aires or the development of political parties. As a result, we tend to think
about the electoral politics of #& modern city, which by 1911 had almost one and half a
million inhabitants, in the same terms as those of the city of the 1860s, whose population
was only 180, 000.29 Similarly, electoral practices for the 1860s and 1870s are assumed to
be no different from those of the first decade of the twentieth century.

rutilierinoie, the falluie (o take 1ito accouii the rapid changes thai took place
during the pre-reform decade, has caused historians to exaggerate the impact of the 1912
reforin oi the poliiical developineit of the couiitiy. The analysis piesenied above on the

nature of the electorate in the 1890s and on the rapid growth of tum-outs can be better

nolitics changed gradually over the vears.
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comnulsory primary education was introduced. and ; twenty five vears later, illiteracy had
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been reduced from a third to 14% of the population.3! The rising standard of living was
reflected in other related factors, such as the proliferation of neWspapers and periodicals in
the city. By the end of the 1870s, 83 newspapers and periodicals circulated in Buenos
Aires. Twenty years later, 334 periodicals and newspapers were published in the city, 26 of
them were dailies and more than 100 appeared weekly. There were publications in seven
different languages.32

The rapid growth of the population and the general economic expansion stimulated
the internal market which resulted in a great increase in the number of industrial and
commercial enterprises and the grovﬁh of public services. These activities resulted in the
growth of a substantial middle class. According to the available data, the middle layers of
the society increased from 11% of the population in 1869 to 25% in 1895 and to more
than 30% in 1914.33 It is then not surprising that the rapid socio-economic changes of the
city were reflected in the changing nature of the electorate. As we have seen, while in the
1860s and 1870s the voters of Buenos Aires were the less qualified sectors of the society,
by the 1890s the electorate was almost entirely literate and represented all the different

socio-economic segments of the population.

The transformation of the city of Buenos Aires undoubtedly had significant political
effects. Three interrelated aspects of the city's life were of crucial importance: the rise of
new political parties; the changes in party organization; and the cha::ges in electoral
practices.

During the 1860s and 1870s two political parties contested ic~tions in the city of
Buenos Aires. During those years political parties were loose groupir:gs which rallied
behind a well known leader who was generally the presidential candidate. The parties were

known by the names of these leaders, who had complete control cver clectoral strategy
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(such as the formation of coalitions), over the party-candidates, and over the electoral
campaign itself. The campaign had different stages. It generally began with a banquet
where the leader launched his own candidature. Then a committee would be appointed,
composed of the leader’s closest friends who were in charge of setting up the list of party
candidates for the forthcoming election. The candidates were appointed, not elected; the
choice was not questioned by other party members, but needed the final approval of the
party leader.34

The next stage was the formation of clubs. These clubs adopted different names,
such as 25 of May' or 'Electoral Club'. They were of a transitory nature and were formed a
few days before each election. Their meetings were small and informal, taking place in the
private house of a club member. The electoral campaign was mainly conducted through the
press. Each party owned a newspaper and before the elections it editorials intensified
attacks on the rival party and printed party platforms - all of these were remarkably similar.
The campaign generally finished in one of the few theatres of the city where the party
leader delivered a speech and the list of candidates was read out to the cheers of the
spectators.

The most important role of the clubs was performed on election day. Elections
took place on Sundays, from 9am to 4pm.35 Polling stations were placed in the local
churches of each of the electoral districts into which the city was divided. The polling
stations were supervised by randomly chosen local citizens, although party members were
also at the polling tables to check for irregularities. Ir. the 1860s and 1870s, elections were
generally a violent affair. Commercial enterprises, the theatre and public places closed
several days before the election.36 On election day, voters, who were generally armed
either with guns or knives, were guided and guarded on their way to the poll stations by the

members of the party clubs.37 Often the event ended in shootings and deaths which took
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place either at the time of voting, when opposition groups met at the polling tables, or
when the votes were counted at the end of the election day. There is, alas, no
comprehensive study of the turn-outs of the 1860s and 1870s. An estimate of the number
of voters in the election of 1876, which was a particularly violent one, shows a
participation of over 11% of the electorate.38 As mentioned above, the voting population
of the city in the 1860s and 1870s, was composed of the lowest sectors of the population -
the peons, the journeymen and railway workers, most of whom were foreigncrs.39

In the 1890s, however, significant changes began to take place. The most obvious
was the rise of new political parties to 'compcte against the Partido Autonomista Nacional
(PAN), consolidated in the 1880s. The National Civic Union and the Radical Party were
created in 1891, the Socialist Party was organized in 1896, and the PAN itself faced a
series of splits in the early twentieth century. The rise of new political parties had a
significant impact in the city's electoral life. Elections in the city now became a highty
competitive affair. Against the recetved view that the PAN dominated the country's
electoral life, making it almost impossible for the other parties to compete in elections, it
has been shown that in the 1890s elections in each electoral district of the city of Buenos
Aires had to be furiously contested by each party. 40

The political parties also underwent important changes in their internal
organization. By the 1890s, the old style of sporadic party organization created around a
leader had become increasingly unpopular and it became clear that political parties had to
be modemized. Modernization meant adopting the model of the United States and, without
exception, all political parties adopted the US system of commiittees and conventions.
Parties became permanent ofganizations with internal written rules for the selection of
candidates and for the functionir;g of the committees. These commiittees were different

from the old clubs. They had elected authorities, they were permanent, and they had a
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permanent address where meetings were held. There were as many committees as electoral
wards of the city. Their members had various functions but the major one was to promote
the party in order to increase the list of affiliations in their district. This was done through
different means, such as inviting the leaders of the party to speak at local meetings, or
organizing "popular.danccs“ or free barbecues.41

Funds were provided by the wealthiest party members or were raised by collecting
contributions or by organizing local sales of objects donated by members and
sympathisers.42 The committee had frequent sessions; during electoral campaigns they met
at least once a week. The authorities of these committees had to take minutes of the
discussions and the resolutions taken were published in the party's newspaper. Parties
generally began their preparations for the electoral campaigns two or three months before
election day. The Socialist Party spent as much as six months preparing for elections. Party
candidates, who were elected by party conventions, attended local committee meetings
where they delivered specches during the campaign. As the election approached the parties'
offerings of barbecues, dances and empanadas (a local dish) intensified.43

As the committees became permanent and began to function regularly throughout
the city, their authority gradually increased. Sometimes the presidents of these committees
were well known party members or university students (generally law students) taking their
first steps in political life. Most oﬁen however, they were thought of as the "men of action”
of the party, men "whose importance [was] related to the number of votes they could
deliver on election day by legal or semi-legal means”.#4 It was here that the local presidents
of the committees found their strength as agents of the electoral contests in their locality.

The territorial electoral control given to these local presidents by the committee
system also provided them with considerable power vis-a-vis the higher ranks of the party.

The presidents of the local committees, gradually began to make their voices heard within
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the party ranks. They often challenged decisions taken by the central committee about
electoral strategies and coalitions. 43 At times, they challenged the list of candidates elected
by the party conventions, refusing to contest the forthcoming election in their own
district. 40 At other times they made deals with the presidents of local committees of the
opposition, defying directions from the central committee.47 Sometimes, these local
presidents had to be brought to order. In 1896, for example, the authorities of a local
committee were sacked because the party had lost the election in their district. The clection
day had been sunny, and they had preferred to enjoy an asado con cuero (barbecue) rather
than organize their local forces to contest the election.#8 The committee system therefore,
provided the city leaders with formal authority over electoral districts and, although the
system proved electorally successful, as it permitted the new political parties to rapidly gain
electoral power, the party's higher ranks sometimes feared their autonomy and often
attempted to weaken their power.4?

As party organization gradually changed over the decades, so did the electoral
practices in the city. By the 1890s, violence on election day was remembered as a feature
of the "savage" electoral practices of the past, of the 1860s and the 1870s.590 As was
repeatedly stated at the time, the fact that elections ended "without bloodshed, or without a
couple of dead bodies being left near a poll station"51 was viewed as sign of progress in
the country's politicél life. In the 1890s, elections had ceased to be a violent day feared by
the inhabitants of the city; they were generally reported as 'peaceful' and 'without incident'
by the contemporary press. Shops and theatres stayed open, and only seldom did
disturbances interrupt the voting in the poll stations placed in the local churches. "The
ladies attending Sunday mass" La Nacion reported in 1891, "would not have realized that
an election was taking place in the same church, had it not been for the officers who

guarded the entrance”.52
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However, as was pointed out at the time, the absence of violence in the elections
did not mean that the vote had become "clean". It only meant that more ingenious tricks
had gradually replaced the electoral violence of the past.53 The lists of complaints drawn
up by the parties after the elections provide endless examples of electoral manipulations:
false registrations, false voters, men voting several times.94 In the first years of the
twentieth century, particularly after the election of 1904, a market for votes developed in
the city, particularly in the poorer neighbourhoods.33 Many had thought that the absence
of violence in elections was a significant step forward, they also thought that the
development of a market for votes was a further sign of the gradual pacification of the
country's electoral practices. If people could sell their vote, that meant they could not be
intimidated.5¢ By the 1890s there was no mention of guns, violence or deaths, and
disturbances in elections were limited to occasional fist-fights.37 By the first decade of the
twenticth century the disorders reported were the occasional exchange of "whistling and

insults" between members of contending parties on their way to the polls.38

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that, over the years, elections involved increasing
numbers of voters, as shown by the rapid growth in turn-outs. Violence rapidly diminished
and practically disappeared, while all sorts of incentives were used to encourage the
electorate to participate. Barbecues, dances and money were increasingly used to tempt the
electorate into abandoning their political apathy on election day. By the twentieth century,
cars were placed at the disposal of the local committees by affluent party members and,
after being decorated with party flags and symbols, were used to transport party voters to
the polling stations.>? Increasingly long electoral campaigns, the pacification of electoral

practices and the new means of mobilization rapidly transformed the nature and size of the

city's voting population. ' .
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Conclusions

Analysis of pre-1912 elections has tended to rehearse time and again the electoral
malpractices of the time. As a result, important characteristics of the voting population and
of the electoral practices of the period have remained largely unnoticed.

The electorate of Buenos Aires experienced significant changes over the years of
the pre-reform period. Qualitative descriptions of the voting population of the city in the
early decades of national organization show that the 'socially marginal' were the main
participants in the elections. By the 1890s, the electoral registers displayed a varied social
composition and a predominantly literate electorate. The characteristics of the electorate of
the 1890s were not very different to those of the electorate of 1918, six years after
compulsory voting had been introduced. 60

Not only did the electorate of Buenos Aires change markedly in nature, it also grew
dramatically in numbers. The impact of immigration in the city of Buenos Aires has
commonly overshadowed the imponan‘t fact that the electorate of the city also grew at
mcredible speed. One of the most remarkable features of the electorate of the pre-reform
period was that the turn-outs kept pace with the strong growth of the electorate. Turn-outs
were small, but they were strongly growing also before the 1912 reform. Indeed, their
growth is remarkable if we take into account the fact that, between 1898 and 1910, the
Radical Party abstained from elections. The Radicals returned to electoral competition only
in 1912, after the reform was introduced, winning the first elections they contested in the
city of Buenos Aires and the first presidential elections held under the new system in

1916.61 Despite the fact that a political party with such power of mobilization abstaingd in
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the elections of the carly twentieth century, the turn-outs grew dramatically.

The population's increasing involvement in the city's electoral life was due not only
to the transformation of the city of Buenos Aires, but also to changes in the city's electoral
culture. The rise of new political barties and the changing nature of electoral practices,
provided a series of incentives which attracted the electorate in increasing numbers. More
research is undoblty needed on many aspects of the city's electoral life of the pre-reform
period, particurlalry on the relationship between the city's local bosses and the voters.
Evidence on the nature of the electorate in the 1890s, the growing size of the voting
population of the city, the changes in the political parties, and the gradual transformation of
electoral practices show that elections became an increasingly important mean of political
involvement. They would also seem to show that the political development of the city up to

1912 was more gradual than has been assumed.
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