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In recent years, scholars have devoted great effort to studying how nations are “imagined.”  They have focused on the formation and transformation of identities, myths, rituals, national symbols, and historical memories.  Yet, very little attention is given to the determinants of the space in which this cultural process occurs.   Why do citizens of Popayan have the identity of Colombian instead of Ecuadoran?  What determined that they live in different cultural spaces?   Why are different historical memories created for them as citizens?   The schools in El Paso in Texas have a language of instruction and history textbooks (certainly including the treatment of the Mexican War of 1846) that are very different from the schools in Juarez, Mexico located on the other side of a river with little water.      


The reason that the schools in Texas have a different language from those in Mexico City has nothing to do with the culture of the original inhabitants.  Large numbers of the first whites going into Texas were immigrants from Germany and spoke German, but, of course, the original languages in Mexico City or Texas were not European of any type.   If the Quito officials of the early 1600s had been allowed to use the natural river to the coast, to build a port in Esmeraldas and a good road to it, and then to trade freely with New Spain, the boundaries of Ecuador and Colombia might have been different.     

In short, Ernest Gellner (p. 168) was correct in insisting that “it is not the aspirations of nations which create nationalism; it is nationalism which creates nations.”    Or, as he made the same point in slightly different language: “nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist.”   This view was not original with Gellner, but was implied in an old witticism: the difference between a language and dialect is that a language is the dialect with the largest army behind it.
 

The issue of how borders were decided-—and, therefore, what would be the nature of national identities and memories—is easy to take for granted.   The Founding Fathers assumed that Canada would join the United States, and Thomas Jefferson thought that migrants from the United States would settle all of Mexico and Central America.   Indeed, American troops occupied Mexico City and Veracruz in 1847 and could have incorporated Mexico into the United States or possibly even have acquired it as a colony.   In Spanish America, by contrast, the whites in the various countries all had the same Spanish tradition, the same religion, and the same language.   Indeed, judging by much of the literature, the local whites in Spanish America usually saw themselves as creoles in general, not creoles of particular areas.  Why then did they form different countries?
In this paper, we study the role of geography and transportation in the formation of countries.   The Andean countries all consist of between 250,000 and 500,000 square miles, and much of the difference is explained by territory east of the Andes that was too unpopulated to have meaning in 1810 other than a desire to keep it out of Brazilian control.   We are convinced by Espinosa’s (2007) conclusions about the relationship of their borders to the location of ports.
   Nevertheless, some countries elsewhere in the English and Spanish empires were much larger.  In this paper, we are going to examine three of them-—Mexico (1,250,000 square miles and even 758,000 square miles after the loss of territory to the United States), Argentina (1,074,000 square miles), and the United States (3,040,000 million square miles in the original 48 states alone).     

In these examples, geography and transportation were important to the formation of borders, but they interacted in different ways and pose different scholarly questions.  Mexico had powerful regional caudillos who might have set up separate countries.   Why did this happen in Central America, but not in Mexico?  

The United States began with a settled area in 1770 half the size of modern Chile, but quickly expanded into a vast wilderness that had only Native-American paths.  By the time of Mexican independence, the US was larger than contemporary Mexico.  How did it consolidate power over such a great territory that was not a natural geographic unit?   Why did it stop at the seemingly unnatural borders established with Mexico and Canada? 

Similarly, if transportation and geography were crucial, Argentina should have been larger.  The future Paraguay and Uruguay (225,000 square miles together) were part of the Río de la Plata basin.   The Bourbon kings also saw the Potosí-Buenos Aires transportation route as the natural one, and they made not only Potosí, but also Upper Peru (Bolivia) part of Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata in 1776.
  

We do not pretend that this paper is more than a preliminary effort.   Yet, South America hypothetically might have corresponded to the boundaries of the three viceroyalties, together with the captaincy-generals of Chile and Venezuela.  The northern and western country that was Simon Bolívar’s dream also seems possible.   The differences in the way that Spanish American countries and the United States were formed may be important to their subsequent economic and political difficulties.   
While these questions are important to a wide range of academic disciplines, the answers are not merely academic.  Iraq is an unnatural country formed in 1921, and its borders have been the subject of repeated war for a quarter of a century.   The borders in Africa are completely unnatural.   Unfortunately, as policymakers wrestle with these problems, they often do so without much regard to historical experience.   The early experience of the United States and Latin America is seemingly ignored.   

Mexico:  The Integrating Power of Transportation


On the surface, the formation of Mexico was influenced by much the same factors that Carlos Espinosa sees of importance in the Andes.    Even as late as 1808, New Spain spanned a huge amount of territory, including modern day Mexico, modern day Central America, Cuba, the Philippines and much of the southern US.  Clearly areas such as the Philippines and Cuba were lost because of distance.   The 1808 territory included Florida, the Gulf Coast, and the Southwest, all of which the US was to acquire.   The Mexican land to the north included almost no speakers of Spanish and was indefensible against the far larger waves of immigrants from the United States.   

The Kingdom of Guatemala (Central America) was part of New Spain and was a more logical candidate for inclusion within Mexico.  Yet it had little contact with Mexico in colonial times and was autonomous from the viceroy.    The province of Chiapas within Guatemala did trade with Mexico through the port of Villahermosa, and it became part of Mexico (Patch, 77-107; Amram, 19-36).  It was less surprising that Mexico permanently lost all the rest of the Kingdom of Guatemala.   Indeed, the Kingdom of Guatemala itself was to break up into small countries.  An obvious reason was that most of the overland roads between the provinces of the Kingdom were mere trails, “dusty in the dry months and muddy and badly eroded during the rainy season.” (Weaver 27)

The greatest seeming mystery about the future borders of Mexico is that it did not splinter further as did the Kingdom of Guatemala.   Mexico City did not have the funds to create a national army to control the unrest, and it could do little more than legitimate a number of self-financing regional officers as "royalist.” These commanders came to control the area in which they were fighting and became regional caudillos after independence. (Archer, 102-107; Hammett, 19-48) 

An effective national government did not exist in Mexico for the first three decades of independence.  Mexico City only occasionally controlled areas more than a short distance from the capital, and no one had stable control of the capital.  One historian counts 50 military regimes between 1822 and 1847, and another points to 36 changes of president between May 1833 and August 1855.  The latter historian says that Mexico “constantly teetered between simple chaos and unmitigated anarchy.” (Krauze 133; Meyer and Sherman, 324)

The original Mexican pattern was found in much of Central America and South America.  The captaincy-generals of Chile and Venezuela survived more or less in their old boundaries, and post-1776 Viceroyalty of Peru was the only one in South America to remain even more or less intact.  The boundaries of the other independent countries often changed, and were basically determined on the battlefield by wars among local and often irregular forces.

From this perspective, the decentralization of military power that existed at the end of the war seemed to presage a break-up of the kingdom of Mexico into a number of different countries.  This did not occur.   Indeed, except in the Yucatán no local commander even seriously thought of secession.   The Texans seceded because they were newcomers who did not speak Spanish and never had much connection with the end of the Mexican War of Independence.    


The question, therefore, is why the borders of the central core of the Kingdom of Mexico, the Audiencia of New Galicia (Guadalajara), and the province of Yucatán were able to unite to form a single country, despite the absence of any compelling military reason to do.   The answer, we suggest, was that the transportation system that the Spaniards put in place in the colonial period held the country together after independence. 


Comparative scholars will find it surprising to read anything positive about the Mexican transportation system.   Those who try to explain why the United States prospered after independence, but not Mexico, often point to difference in quality of transportation systems as a factor (Summerhill; Coatsworth, 939-60).  Mexico had a much less favorable natural transportation system than the original 13 colonies, each of which was based on a port at or near the mouth of a navigable river that emptied into the Atlantic Ocean.  The Mexican population almost all lived on a plateau that was almost devoid of navigable rivers.   Most whites and mestizos lived over 100 miles from the sea and had to cope with difficult mountain terrain to reach a port.   

     
When Spaniards discovered silver in Zacatecas in 1548 and then in a series of other places, most of them north of Mexico City, Spain did, however, develop a good road system to supply the mining community and bring silver to the mint in Mexico City, 400 miles south of Zacatecas.
   As David Ringrose reports, the mines needed roads that could support the transporting of “heavy or bulky supplies (including salt, mercury, lead, firewood, and mine timbers) and carry as return cargoes the silver, sugar, and other products of the interior”  (37).   Like Spain itself, Mexico relied almost exclusively on mules for land transportation.  A mule could only make 30 to 35 miles a day (Casey 12-14).

Latin America, like Spain itself, followed the general historic practice of the Mediterranean area from the time of the ancient Greeks:  it organized space in the form of city-states.   In Mexico, the mine owners either directly or indirectly created haciendas near the mines and city based on the mines.   The hacienda not only supplied the city and mines with mules, meat, and leather, but often contained the local silver refinery as well.  The local Native-Americans usually supplied maize and other fruits and vegetables.  That is, a hacienda-town was created that was not unlike the company- town in the United States.

The owner or owners were responsible for building roads that connected the hacienda, town, and miner.   The “landlord” usually lived in the city and often was a member of the cabildo council.  In English, “cabildo” is often translated as city council, but it really was the city-state council.   It was the collective elite organ for governing the interconnected urban-rural space.  

The economist John Coatsworth reports critically that inter-city transportation was so poor that it was economically irrational to carry maize a distance of more than 55 kilometers. Coatsworth’s argument might better be reversed:  since the hacienda and nearby indigenous population were integrated with the community, it made little sense to develop a transportation system to deliver food for more than 55 kilometers.    

The silver had to be taken to the Mexico City mint to be turned into coins.   A good road, El Camino Real (The Royal Road), was created for this purpose.  Then the silver to be transported to Spain was taken to the port of Veracruz, 270 miles away.    Until the last few decades of the Bourbon period, Veracruz was the only port on the Atlantic through which merchant ships from Europe could legally trade with Mexico.  Yet, even then the new ports that were opened by the Bourbons were not located where they could compete with Veracruz in supplying central Mexico.  Tampico, which would become the most important Atlantic port, was a small local port that was destroyed by pirates in 1683 and not reopened until 1823 (Galicia Patiño).

A single road connected Mexico City with Veracruz, but “road” is a generous characterization.  As late as 1800, the famous geographer Alexander von Humboldt describes this main highway as “frequently nothing but a narrow and crooked path and is one of the most difficult in all America.”  A top provincial official wrote that it was never cared for or repaired (Von Humboldt, 205; Stein and Stein, 251).

When the King opened trade with Asia in 1564, Acapulco become the only port on the Pacific coast from which foreign trade could be conducted, and it was largely limited to several convoys carrying silver to Manila until the late Bourbon period.  From there the silver was taken to China in exchange for luxury goods.  Acapulco was 280 miles from Mexico City, and Humboldt called it “one of the finest [ports] in the known world.” (Humboldt 205)
    Yet, he described the single road to Mexico City as only marginally better than that between Mexico City and Veracruz (Humboldt, 199; Ortiz, 95).

Acapulco was well situated for trade between Mexico City and Manila, but it would have been rational to have at least one more port for trade with South America.   Guatulco, 900 miles south of Acapulco, originally was used because it was connected by Indian trail to Oaxaca and then to Mexico City.  However, in 1624, Spain forbade trade between Mexico and South America.   

There were several reasons for Spain’s highly restrictive transportation policy in Mexico.  The insistence on a single route from the mines to Mexico City to one of the two ports reflected a fear that silver would be hidden from the tax collector and smuggled to various places outside of Spain.   The low quality of the roads to the coast is more difficult to explain.  A path was generally enough for mules carrying silver, which was heavy but relatively small in volume, but it obviously restricted trade in other goods.   Possibly Madrid was trying to make invasion of the heartland more difficult.  In addition, the Mexico City Consulado (merchant guild) may have feared competition.  Since the Consulado merchants were de facto customs collectors, the King may have been glad to support them against less official merchants who did not play this role.   

In actual practice, the limitation on the number of ports did not end smuggling.   The Yucatán supplied Mexico with many products and its port, Campeche, was often used by smugglers.   Similarly, the prohibition of trade with South America was poorly enforced.   By all reports, a significant amount of silver flowed from South America through Mexico to Philippines and China for the purchase of Chinese goods.   Some scholars estimate that in some decades of the 1600s, as much as 40 percent of Spanish American silver was not registered with the tax authorities, but was smuggled out through Buenos Aires, the Colombian coast, and Mexico.

Yet, smugglers usually did not need well-developed port facilities.  The restrictive official transportation system limited the construction of the type of facilities and connecting roads that would handle large scale trade.   Whatever the economic consequences of this policy, it had major political consequences at the end of war of independence.   The Mexican economy had four component parts—-the mines, the Valley of Mexico from Queretaro to Mexico City to Puebla, the port of Veracruz, and the port of Acapulco.   None of these parts could really thrive without the others, and a regional caudillo had little to gain by seceding with his one part.   Indeed, the other caudillos might well join in war to prevent his secession.   That is, the location of the mines, the non-mining economic center, and the existence of only one port on each ocean is a powerful explanation for the reason that Mexico did not fragment.  The space was too well integrated to be divided.  If Tampico had been a major port, the outcome might have been different.   As it was, the key choke point was, of course, Veracruz.  It was not a coincidence that the most powerful man in Mexico into the 1850s was Antonio López de Santa Anna, the caudillo who controlled Veracruz.  Santa Anna, however, had no interest in seceding from Mexico or letting Mexico disintegrate.  Indeed, he even led the armies in a quixotic effort to try to retain Texas, likely as an object lesson to others who might think of secession.     

The one area that could seriously think of secession was the Yucatán Peninsula.  Yet, while the Yucatán peninsula was isolated geographically from central Mexico and had shipping ties to the outside world, it had had strong commercial links to central Mexico throughout the colonial period.  Patch describes how deeply Yucatecan goods penetrated the region:

A large part of the Yucatecan products flowed out of the viceregal capital into the hands of consumers all over Mexico.  Textiles and thread manufactured in Y were to be found in Puebla.  They also turned up as regular items in the stock of stores in Zacatecas and Parral, where they were identified as products from Campeche, which of course was the port from which the goods were shipped.  Textiles in fact played an important role in the mining economy, for wages were often paid in cloth.  (Patch 1993: 16, 89)

As Mexico became and remained chaotic, the Yucatán’s weakened links to central Mexico and its increased commercial ties to Cuba, the US, and Belize help to explain the separatism of the 19th century, but it did not really have the economic base for an independent country.

The Disintegration of the Río de la Plata Viceroyalty:  The Impact of Foreign Intervention


The situation in the Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata was very different from that in the Kingdom of Mexico.   The Kingdom of Mexico was quite well integrated in 1808, but the Buenos Aires had been a closed port until the 18th century and the Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata was not created until 1776.  The Viceroyalty did not have a firm organizational structure or military force, and its economy was extremely unbalanced.   

Just as Spain first concentrated on the production of food for its mining communities in New Spain, so it used the future Argentina simply as a supply center for Potosí.  Potosí was located at an elevation of 13,000 feet and even the plateau towards La Paz was at 10,000 feet.   Hence it could not be supplied by nearby haciendas.   Spain used the area around the current Santa Cruz, Bolivia to provide for fruits and vegetables for Potosí and the future Argentina for animals and animal products.   

Tens of thousands of mules were needed each year for Potosí’s mines, silver refineries, the mint, and transportation.  The mines also needed a great deal of leather.   The area in modern Argentina from Salta south to Tucumán, Cordoba, and even the Buenos Aires area became the major source of mules and leather for Potosí.   Salta, in fact, became the center where tens of thousands of mules were wintered and then sold at great fairs.
  

The creation of a new viceroyalty with its capital in Buenos Aires was long overdue.   Moreover, if Buenos Aires could be turned into a legitimate foreign trade center, the smugglers who used the port would have to pay customs.   Nevertheless, the process was a slow one.  Buenos Aires still had a population of only 8,900 people in 1720, and it rose only to 25,500 in 1770 and 40,000 in 1809.

When the Buenos Aires cabildo overthrew the viceroy in May 1810, agricultural products still constituted only 20 percent of the exports of Buenos Aires, while silver was 80 percent (Lynch 1).

 The modern Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay make up a huge area with a temperate climate and a river network much like the Midwestern United States.    They should have been a major agricultural area, as, indeed, they would eventually become.   Yet, for decades even after the Bourbon reforms, the regime only supplemented mule production with the encouragement of the export of hides from wild cattle that roamed freely in the La Plata river network.  Only as independence approached did private individuals begin to gather the wild cattle, especially around Buenos Aires, into ranches.   The huge Pampas was not used at all for wheat production and its local population had to be supplied with wheat from abroad.

A sophisticated person who was told in 1810 that Spanish America would become permanently independent and that the country boundaries in the area would be determined by geography, economic factors, and transportation alone would not be confident about the fate of several areas within the new Viceroyalty.   Nevertheless, one prediction would have seemed safe in 1810.   The area called “the Littoral” would be united in a single country.  The Littoral includes several different areas.  One is Buenos Aires Province and Banda Oriental Province (now Uruguay) on each side of the Río de La Plata River that extended from the Atlantic Ocean 200 miles northward to Buenos Aires.    

Three other rivers—the Paraná, the Paraguay, and the Uruguay—join to form the Río de La Plata just north of Buenos Aires.  These rivers, which extend for more than a thousand miles into the interior, were described as “magnificent” by an English businessman in the 1840s (MacCann 207-8). This network included not only much of contemporary Argentina, but also Paraguay, an autonomous province of the Río de la Plata viceroyalty.  Paraguay was located between the Paraná River to its south and the Paraguay River to its west.   (The capital of Asunción was on the Paraguay River.)   

Paraguay had long produced yerba mate tea that was much prized in South America and Europe, and the official opening of Buenos Aires and especially the new viceroyalty had a major economic effect on the province:  “In the final third of the eighteenth century, the province’s ... export of yerba mate ... expanded ten-fold.  All these goods were carried [to Buenos Aires] on ships built and crewed by Paraguayans, whose province for the first time became economically integrated into its broader Platine region” (Bakewell 279). This tea flowed to the sea along the Río de la Plata.

The Banda Oriental Province seemed particularly important to any government that came to control Buenos Aires.   The Río de la Plata would be a domestic river if Buenos Aires controlled both banks.  If the Banda Oriental were possessed by another power or if it were independent, the Río de la Plata would be an international river, open to all traffic including naval ships.   Fortresses in the neighborhood of Montevideo on the eastern bank could protect Buenos Aires from foreign naval attack.   By the same token it could be used as a base for a blockade of trade going to Buenos Aires.   It seemed crucial for Buenos Aires to have total control of Montevideo.

The various La Plata river systems of the area converged just north of Buenos Aires. Surely Buenos Aires eventually would be wealthy enough to build a navy that could blockade the river.  Surely it would be able to create an army large enough to conquer any forces on the small and little-populated Banda Oriental.  Perhaps a federation would be founded in the Littoral area, all the more so if this were required to retain the central areas north of the Littoral.   The inclusion of all the Littoral lands within the same boundaries seemed foreordained.

There were, however, three areas of the Viceroyalty de la Plata whose inclusion in an independent state seem more uncertain.   One was the southern tip of the future Argentina that was called Patagonia.   Theoretically Patagonia could be independent, but, in practice, it contained little white population and little economic potential.  It was quite likely to be attached to Buenos Aires.


A second unpredictable area might be the northwestern agriculture territory between the Littoral areas and the Andes, an area informally called the Interior.  The Interior included the intendancies of Salta del Tucumán and Córdoba.   They were becoming a much more important and integrated agricultural area in the late Bourbon period.  Each had 140,000 people, an increase of 66,000 each since 1777.
   They might become independent or attached to Chile, an independent captaincy that seemed certain to become independent.  Yet, the Interior was defenseless and it seemed a more natural part of Argentina than Chile. 

The third territory within the Viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata, Upper Peru, was the most problematic of all. The inclusion of Upper Peru within the new viceroyalty always was somewhat surprising.  Potosí was 1617 miles from Buenos Aires, compared with 1124 miles to Lima overland, and the connection between Potosí and Lima had been the strongest within South America.  Travel through the flat pampas by carriage was easier, but goods had to be transported by oxcart, and an oxcart took three months to get from Salta to Buenos Aires in the 1840s.
   Salta was still many miles by mountain road south of Potosí.

In addition, the elite of Upper Peru lived in La Paz, the largest city in Upper Peru.  La Paz was some 400 miles to the north of Potosí, and its elite strongly felt that La Paz’s natural economic ties were with Lower Peru.   Indeed, in 1825, the elite of La Paz still were eager to have Upper Peru attached to Peru rather than to become an independent country, Bolivia.

The Bourbon decision to include Potosí in the Río de La Plata viceroyalty presumably reflected a belief that the supply of Potosí with animals from the Pampas made smuggling, including of silver, inevitable.   Only if the silver were delivered to Buenos Aires and taxed there would Buenos Aires have the incentive to stop the smuggling and regularize the trade.

Without question, the link with Potosí gave Buenos Aires a vital interest in Upper Peru.   The treasury of Potosí subsidized much of the rest of the viceroyalty:  “These situados (subsidies) represented 54 percent of the Potosí’s treasury total yield and one-third of the Buenos Aires treasury’s total income which was the main caja (treasury) of the River Plate” (Irigoin, 2003, 3-45). One official was to speak the simple truth when he declared in 1812, “We cannot possibly begin to think about the importance of public finance without relying on the mining branch, for in this country mining wealth is our common resource” (Adelman 92).

Buenos Aires was, however, not alone in wanting access to Potosí’s silver. Spain had sent experienced military commanders to Lima, and they had the resources to hire troops and the capacity to train them.   Simón Bolívar from distant Venezuela sent one of his commanders, Antonio José de Sucre, to the area, and he defeated the Lima generals.  There were a number of “patriot” militia leaders in the area who had no idea which “patria” was involved, but they apparently were financed by the Salta mule ranchers and traders.  Areas such as Paraguay and the Banda Oriental seemed not to have the ability to resist Buenos Aires, but the forces that won in Potosí would have no trouble using their silver to open any trade route that they wanted with Europe.

Clearly the fate of Upper Peru was going to be determined by military force.  It was going to have to be an outside force.  Spain must have feared that a strong defense force in Potosí might stage a military coup, and none was created.   A German mining specialist went to Potosí in 1790, only a decade after the nearby wealthy town of Oruro was sacked and most of the Spaniard residents killed in a massive Indian rebellion.  He described with disbelief the “defense” militia that had been created in Potosí to deal with a second Indian uprising:  “only five hundred of a most wretched appearance without uniforms and without cannon, and of whom one half paraded with wooden muskets” (Helms 46).


When Buenos Aires effectively declared independence from Spain in 1810, it sent an army to Upper Peru within a month to maintain the integrity of the viceroyalty—-and its own control over the silver revenues of Potosí.  The Buenos Aires militia quickly conquered the pitiful defense forces of the cities of Upper Peru, but the military forces of Lima intervened and easily defeated those of Buenos Aires. 

Buenos Aires lost Paraguay shortly afterwards.   One of its armies tried to conquer the province, but utterly failed.  Nearly all of the intellectuals in the early independence movements proved incompetent in organizing military force.   Surprisingly, the leading political intellectual in Paraguay, Dr. José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia, was an exception.   He created a professional military regiment responsible to him alone, and he personally selected its officers and trained its men.
  The regiment was small in absolute numbers, but it was fully adequate for him to consolidate internal power against the small militia forces of Buenos Aires.

This paper has used “Buenos Aires” as the subject of many sentences, and this vague term has been chosen deliberately because it was not clear who would control the port. (Halperin-Donghi,158-238) The government in power for much of the time favored an economic policy based on foreign trade and British investment, but it could not--or at least did not—-organize the military force necessary to defend the city, let alone bring the other provinces under control.   

The various caudillos with small forces in the Littoral and Interior provinces followed Francia’s policy in Paraguay of seeking autonomy, but they simultaneously sought to control a much broader territory, including Buenos Aires itself.  None of these caudillos had a large-scale, organized military unit, and the result was prolonged political chaos throughout the Littoral area.  Indeed, in 1820 an alliance of such caudillos captured the capital itself.

 The man who defeated these caudillos was Juan Manuel de Rosas.  He owned land near the un-pacified Pampa Indians south of Buenos Aires, and he provided his ranch hands with the arms and fighting skills needed to defend his lands against the militias from the Pampas.  In 1820, when the Littoral caudillos captured Buenos Aires, Rosas decided, in the words of John Lynch, that “he had to turn his cowboys into cavalry.”  Rosas’ small and non-professional cavalry of 500 men defeated the combined militias that had conquered Buenos Aires (Lynch 2001).

Rosas became the commander of the province’s rural militia—-a force that he created and financed himself.  Ultimate power was in his hands, but he bided his time.  A competing military force had been sent to the Banda Oriental in 1825 to drive out the Portuguese, and the Portuguese retaliated by instituting a naval blockade of ships bound for Buenos Aires, including the British.  The British, naturally unhappy, intervened to try to negotiate a settlement.   In 1828 they “persuaded” both sides and Buenos Aires to accept a compromise: the independence of Banda Oriental as the new country of Uruguay.   


In 1829, Rosas became the governor of Buenos Aires province and the de facto ruler of southern Argentina.   He devoted himself to a successful effort to create a large Argentina state.   Rojas’ forces conquered the indigenous peoples to the south and consolidated his control over Patagonia.  He forced the Littoral areas and the Interior to accept the control of Buenos Aires.   Rojas instituted a blockade against Paraguay to compel it to give up its independence.  No doubt, he hoped eventually to send his troops against the new Uruguay.

In fact, however, Great Britain would not tolerate an invasion of Uruguay.   Just as Buenos Aires had a geopolitical interest in the Río de la Plata being a domestic river, so Great Britain had an interest in it being an international river that passed between two independent countries.  But Britain and France also wanted free access up the internal rivers of Argentina.   They decided to protect Paraguay and force the opening of the major rivers to all, especially themselves.    Once this occurred, the boundaries of Uruguay and Paraguay as independent countries were stabilized (Whigham, pp. 51-89).

 In short, the Viceroyalty of the Río of de la Plata, unlike that of New Spain, began with a vast territory that was almost totally without organization or significant military force.  The armies that decided the fate of the area, and most of Spanish America, were, in the words of one scholar, “fleas on an elephant.”  Rosas won in Buenos Aires because he knew how to organize his hired ranch hands.    Buenos Aires had a natural advantage because it was the major port located just below the crucial transportation choke point where the rivers joined to form the Río de la Plata.   It had money from the export of hides to build an army to solidify its forces.   

Yet, internal forces were not the only ones involved.  Lima’s and Sucre’s outside troops ensured that Upper Peru would not be Argentine.   Britain and France played a similar role in securing the independence of Paraguay and Uruguay.   The role of outside—-and, of course, military—force should not be overlooked.   The political geography of Europe changed repeatedly over the last millennium and purely internal developments seldom were the only reason.    Mexico’s border with the United States was decided in a similar manner.

The United States:  The Construction of New Borders


Economists often think that the geography and transportation inherited by the United States and independent Latin American countries help to explain some of the difference in their subsequent economic performance.   Spain left Mexico largely landlocked, while the United States began with 13 states whose major city was a port with easy access to the sea.  Since London only sought agricultural exports from its colonies (and perhaps also a place of exile), it also encouraged the colonies to develop a good farm-to-market transportation network.   

Without any question, the early United States was very well positioned for trade with Europe, and this facilitated foreign investment and growth.  Nevertheless, the United States did not even begin to industrialize until 1817, forty years after the revolution began.   England wanted to invest in Latin America and turned to the United States only when that option failed because of the utter political chaos.
 

The crucial fact about the United States and its economic success was not its original geographical position, but its ability to expand and maintain its territory after independence.   In broad comparative perspective, its ability to do so was astonishing.   The year of Mexican independence, 1821, was also the year of the admission of the new state of Missouri to the Union.  Missouri was on the west bank of the Mississippi River, and the United States by that time was the size of modern Mexico.   Most of the territory east of the Mississippi River had already been formed into states and admitted into the Union.    Nearly all of the easily habitable parts of the United States were already in the Union before the Civil War in 1861. 

There were two reasons that the United States could expand its borders so quickly.   One was the colonization policies of Spain, England, and France.  London permitted immigrants to come freely to its colonies from areas other than England.  The chief sources of immigrants were Northern Ireland, Scotland, the various German states, and France, but citizens of other countries came in small numbers.  A continuation of this policy and high natural growth led to a rapid increase in the population and in westward expansion.   

If France had followed a similar policy in its empire from the Allegheny Mountains to the upper Mississippi River valley, there would have been a huge French-speaking population in 1776 in that highly fertile area.   Indeed, many who came to the English colonies would have chosen the better land in the French colonies.   If Spain had settled its fertile, well-watered lands from Texas to Florida, including the Mississippi River valley, then these areas could have had huge French-speaking and Spanish-speaking populations.   The territory of the future United States almost surely would have been divided as in Europe.  

Instead, France permitted no immigrants into its Midwestern empire, not even Frenchmen.   It only sought fur trade with the Native-Americans south of the Great Lakes.  Spain only permitted immigrants from Castile.   Its rules were sometimes violated, but not enough to expand the number of immigrants on the US model.   Spain’s total scorn for the development of agriculture in the Pampas and the sugar islands was also reflected in its policy towards its Gulf Coast lands in the future United States.   

The second factor that permitted successful expansion of the United States was the decision to divide the territory into new states instead of simply expanding the old states.   The original colonies had overlapping claims in the West, and this posed the danger of war.  The Constitutional Convention decided to give the new states the same rights to tax and form their own armies (militias) possessed by the original states.

The process of forming states was highly regulated.   As migrants moved into a new area, the Congress could form a new political unit called a “territory.”  Congress determined its borders and established territorial political organs.  Once the territory’s population reached an appropriate level, it could apply for statehood.  Again the Congress determined the boundaries of the new state.  The state had to adopt a “republican” constitution and have the constitution approved by the Congress.  “Republican” meant it had to have elections.

The national political elite also had various informal rules that governed the admission of new states.  Until 1850, one of the most important was that a slave state and non-slave state had to be admitted more or less simultaneously so that the number of slave and non-slave states in the Union would remain equal.  In addition, Congress knew that it would be obligated to defend any state and to suppress any revolt in it.   Hence the new state had to have good transportation connections with the states to the east and otherwise be safe to admit.    

Thus, when Texas declared its independence in 1836, the United States refused to annex it for a decade because the area was not sufficiently integrated with the rest of United States and because the US did not want to risk war with Mexico.   By 1845 railroads were approaching the Mississippi River, and the telegraph had been invented.   Now the US government was ready to expand to the Pacific Ocean.   Texas was admitted as a state in 1845 and California in 1850, but the territory between them, Arizona and New Mexico, were not considered ready for statehood until 1912, decades later.

The political structure also ensured the development of a good road and railroad network within the new states.   The new states, like the original colonies and already established states, controlled their own taxation.  The deputies to the state legislatures were elected in districts, and the representatives of each district required that the district receive a share of the transportation money.   They would not support grants of land to the railroads unless side tracks were extended into their district.
Nevertheless, the fact that the United States expanded its borders rapidly to the West and established a good transportation system in the process did not mean that the borders of the country were inevitable.   This was by no means the case.  The borders that emerged were quite unnatural from the perspective of 1776. In 1780, it was not even certain that a single country would be created out of the English colonies that became the United States.  There were no compelling geographical or transportation reasons for the Southern states to join with the North.  The independent Confederate country that was formed in 1861 could well have been created in the 1780s.      

The British created its small American colonies during the bitter religious wars of the 1600s.   Each colony was largely limited to the adherents of one religious group.  The Anglican supporters of the King received the fertile coastal lands of the South, the Puritan opponents of the King (soon to be led by Oliver Cromwell) were settled in rocky New England, and the Catholics got Maryland.  The neutral Quakers were given Pennsylvania but only after William Penn supported the Stuart Restoration.   The great immigrant group of the 18th century was the Protestant Irish and Scots who hated both the Anglicans and Puritans, but who hated the Puritans more intensely.  The Dutch of New York had different religions from the British, as did the Lutheran German immigrants of the 18th century.  

When John Adams traveled to the illegal First Continental Congress in 1774, he visited the important New York politician Phillip Livingston on the way.  Adams wrote in his diary that Livingston “says if England should turn us adrift we should instantly go to civil Wars among ourselves to determine which Colony should govern all the rest.  {He} seems to dread New England.... Hints were thrown out ... of the Goths and Vandalls.”
  

When Adams reached the Congress in 1774, he found that delegates seldom knew each other.   In his words, the Congress contained “fifty Gentlemen meeting together, all Strangers, [who] are not acquainted with Each others Language, Ideas, Views, Designs.  They are therefore jealous of each other—-fearfull, timid, skittish.”
   It was hard to believe that men who worked so completely within one colony all their lives and fought for its autonomy did not identify with it, not a new country whose identity had only begun to form.

Ten years later, only three years before the Constitutional Convention, George Washington referred to the Scot, Protestant Irish and Germans who dominated western Virginia as “foreign emigrants, who can have no particular predilection for us” and who might become “as unconnected with us, indeed more so, than we are with South America.”
  Many thought the Western settlers would form an independent country, perhaps as a protectorate of the British forces in Canada.

The real reason that a single United States emerged in 1787 was that the military forces of the country, including the state militias, were loyal to George Washington.   With Britain to the north, Spain to the south, and the Native-Americans in the interior receiving covert payments from both, Washington thought the country needed to be united under a chief executive (himself) with strong foreign policy and military powers.  He and his chief young aides, James Madison and Alexander Hamilton, made it clear that the alternative to a successful Constitutional Convention was a military coup.

A second border that could have been different from that which exists today was that in the North.   The Founding Fathers assumed that the Canadian settlements would join the 13 colonies to the south. It would, indeed, have been geographically natural for the area around Toronto to join New York or for those around New Brunswick and Nova Scotia to join what became Maine.  The British islands in the Caribbean were New World colonies and theoretically could have been independent.  In fact, the island colonies could not even dream of independence because of the threat of a blockade by the British Navy.   Canada was not very valuable to Britain, however, and Britain might not have fought vigorously to keep it.  Yet, even before the expansion to the West, the United States made no serious effort to obtain the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River that seemed part of a natural geographical and transportation network.  

Some Americans believed that the United States could take advantage of Britain’s war with Napoleon Bonaparte to acquire Canada in 1812, and war was initiated, largely for electoral reasons.  Nevertheless, the United States never conducted the War of 1812 with any enthusiasm, and it did not support the Canadian rebellion for independence in 1837.   It took an accommodating position on the Northwest border with British Canada in 1846.   


Several factors were at work.   The US-British relationship was excellent, and United States had reason to be nervous about ruining it.   British support in Texas and Mexico might be important.   There also were domestic factors.  New York and the South formed the dominant coalition in American politics.   New York had built the Erie Canal to connect the Great Lakes to New York City, and it had no desire for domestic competition from the St. Lawrence River.  The President in 1837 was a New Yorker. The South did not want more non-slave states in the Congress.   


Another factor also was important in policy towards Canada.    The political elite in the United States was deeply committed to the preservation and development of the English-based culture and language as a unifying factor that strengthened their own status and power.  Educated people in the United States have always been tolerant of people speaking the language of their homeland because of a confidence that their grandchildren will continue to speak English.  Immigrants to Canada assimilate in the same way.   Yet, the French in Quebec and the Spanish in Puerto Rico retain their native language.  In the 1800s the American elite decided they did not want Canada because they would have to take Quebec.  It was not only French-speaking, but Catholic, and it might change the political dynamics of the Untied States.

The third border of the United States that was not inevitable was that in the South.  The historian Norman Graebner convincingly insists that Washington, D. C. focused its attention in the 1840s on the acquisition of three great ports on the Pacific Coast--Puget Sound, San Francisco, and San Diego-—and that it had a compelling geopolitical and economic reason to acquire these ports.
   Britain too had a compelling interest in having an excellent Pacific port for Canada, and hence it too had an interest in the Puget Sound area.   The “natural” boundary between Canada and the United States would have been an extension of the 49th parallel that defined the boundary in the Midwest.   

The problem with the extension of the 49th parallel was that this line would deprive Britain of a good Pacific port.  The solution was to extend the boundary along the 49th parallel to the Straits of Juan de Fuca and then have the boundary follow the middle of the Straits to the ocean.   This gave the United States ports in the Seattle region, and Britain received the port of Vancouver in what is now British Columbia.  The vital interests of both countries were satisfied.

The two California ports and the land to connect the ports with the Midwestern United States were part of Mexico.   The US could not acquire them without the purchase or seizure of Mexican land.  Mexico would not sell it.   This meant the acquisition of Texas and the land south of the Louisiana Purchase, including California.   During the war with Mexico, US troops occupied Mexico City and Veracruz and could have absorbed the entire country or any part of it.  It also could have acquired Mexico as a colony.  

In fact, the United States set the border just 25 miles south of the port of San Diego.   Surprisingly, it did not even demand the mouth of the Colorado River as it emptied into the Gulf of California and, therefore, the Pacific Ocean.  The United States basically demanded a southern border that gave it no more than the land for a railroad track from New Orleans to San Diego.  It actually made a mistake and discovered that the best railroad route went through Tucson and the surrounding territory that had been left on the Mexican side of the border.  The United States had to “buy” this land in the so-called Gadsden Purchase of 1853.

The requirements of transportation determined the minimum border that the United States demanded from Mexico.  They do not, however, explain why the United States did not take more.   Obviously the US wanted to incorporate as few Mexicans as possible.   That was why it made its initial mistake about the acquisition of Tucson.   Surely the main reason is the same calculation made about Quebec.  The political elite desired to preserve a society dominated by the English language and culture and to have a thoroughly integrated society and political system.  The immigration of the Irish and German Catholics from the 1830s through the 1850s created great tension in American politics even though both groups were quite willing to assimilate to English.  The United States had around 23 million whites at that time.
  It absolutely did not want 7 million Spanish-speaking Catholics from Mexico..   

Conclusion 

This is not the place for a comprehensive analysis of the theoretical implications of the US, Mexican, and Argentine experience.   An economist might like to say more about the relationship of geography and transportation to development, but we have the space to do little more in this paper than to emphasize that economists often treat geography and transportation as immutable factors.      In fact, geographic space is created and re-created.    As in the case of Mexico, government decisions on building a transportation system can have lasting effects, but the experience of the US and Argentina reminds us that later political and military decisions can also be crucial.   Geography is also shaped by technology.   Without the railroad and the telegraph, there never would have been a single United States of its present size.   More distant area would have declared their independence.   But in a day of the airplane, Bolívar

might have realized his dream. 
The theoretical implications more appropriate for this book concern identification with space.  The experience of the United States and Argentina indicate that a prior sense of identity is not the crucial element in the original formation o a country and the drawing of its borders.   As Nicholas Shumway states, Argentina had even less of an identity than the United States. It "was merely an area of the Spanish Empire, neither a country nor even an idea for a country” (Shumway, 7-8). When leading officials in Buenos Aires declared independence, they took for granted that Buenos Aires would be the capital of the much larger viceroyalty.   When the rebels in Upper Peru fought for “patria,” they had no sense of what that term might mean other than, perhaps, their own small neighborhood (Arnade, pp. 49-60). 

By contrast, the experience of Mexico shows that a common identity, at least among the creoles, did not prevent over four decades of utter chaos.  Moreover, when a real revolution occurred in Mexico in 1910, a central consequence was a de-emphasis of the Spanish tradition of the Creole as the major source of legitimacy and a greater emphasis on the pre-Columbian Indian traditions.

Indeed, in this respect, the United States was not that different.  The individual colonies had their identities, but when Shumway writes (p. 2) that “although a new country, the United States had its guiding fictions, particularly in the Puritan dream of establishing a New Jerusalem in the American wilderness,” he simply repeats a fictitious identity that was imposed after the Civil War.   The Puritans and their customs such as Thanksgiving became part of the American identity even though the majority of the population had different religions, different cultures, and the deepest suspicion of the Puritans at the time of the Revolution.  American national identity was rejected in the Civil War, in substantial part because the South suspected that the Puritans continued to be religious fundamentalists on the slavery issue.  


Both the Mexican redefinition of roots and the later US concern for preserving a universal English language and culture demonstrate that many of the key decisions about identity and borders are not made either at the time of the creation of a new regime or during its first years of existence.   Indeed, one suspects that the US concern about the cultural consequences of expansion was shared by Argentina.  Argentina eventually became powerful enough to conquer Bolivia and acquire Potosí, and no other country was in a position to stop it at that stage.   Yet, the Argentine elite surely decided that the declining silver asset was not worth the acquisition of such a large indigenous population. 


From both a theoretical and policy point of view, the crucial point for those discussing the formation of nations and states and the role of norms, myths, and historical memory in the process is the timing of the various processes.  The question is the sequence between, in colloquial American language, “winning the hearts and minds of the people” (that is, the establishment of common myths and memories) and “laying down the law” (that is, decisive military action.)   

Many assume that the former must come first, and the imperatives of creating national myths strengthen this assumption.   Even if military force often is the beginning point of historical myths, it often is not “noble” enough to be given proper weight.   Rojas poses a difficult problem for Argentine historical myth.  Mexicans, like other South Americans, prefer to talk of early federalism, not of Iraqi-like militias and regional caudillos.   The United States does not want to emphasize that French troops won Yorktown and the American Revolution, that the Constitutional Convention was the product of George Washington’s threatened coup, and that American involvement in Texas was not all that defensive.   

This conclusion is supported by much earlier experience.  Aristotle thought that laying down the law often came first.
   When Jean Jacques Rousseau also emphasized that the powerful had to turn might into right, he implied that the might came first.  The old adage that “a language is the dialect with the strongest army behind it” points in the same direction.   The “strongest army,” it should be emphasized, does not refer only to the well-recognized role of great powers such as Britain and France in the area of the Plata or of the United States in the northern provinces of Mexico.  The crucial thing to remember is how tiny were the “armies” that were decisive in the Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata and much of Latin America.   Many were far smaller than the militias of Al Sadr in Iraq.

There are many reasons to study the long-ago experience of countries such as Latin American and the United States.   One, of course, is to create new historical memories that will seem to justify some desired domestic policy outcome today.   But ultimately scholars do not simply serve as lawyers in defending a cause.  Iraq is only one of a dozen cases in the Middle East in which misunderstanding leads to tragic consequences.   The borders that will emerge in Africa in this century will have profound consequences, an Africa that today often looks like Mexico and Argentina of the period from 1810 to 1850.   When we must be concerned with decisions that affect billions of peoples, historians of an area such as Latin America, especially in the colonial and immediate post-colonial society are the ones with the most to contribute.  They should see that as their goal. An examination of the way in which the national space has been established in Argentina, Mexico, and the Untied States is a small part of that effort. 
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