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l. INTRODUCTION 

IL is ofLen assencd LhaL lhc latUiu1distas. tht: la11dcd elites or ninclccnth-ccntury Latin 

America, rctardccl cconomic dcvclopment, perpctuating an uncqua l distribution uf 

land , and clistorting thc prodÚction structurc and thc balance of t:conomic and 

political powcr. Allcgc<l ly, such incquilics ;1nd imlJ;1L1nccs havc pe1·sistcd LO thc prcsenl 

clay, and are secn by sorne aulho rs as a majen c:n1sc uf conLcmporary Latin Amcrica's 

prnblcms of"povc1·1)', i11 cq11:di1y , and u11dcnlcvclopmc11l. T)'pically, accorcli11g to Lhis 

vicw, Lhc t:liLcs acquirccl puwc r through la11d conccntration anti thcn, iL is arguccl, uscd 

such p owcr to mo11opolizc land rcsourccs, cxploit bcLlcr acccss to tra<lc ancl finance, in 

co llusion with fore ign eco11omic inte rcsts, ancl further política! inOuence. To claim that 

such f'orccs wen: al work, and thaL thcir cffccts have hacl a malign iníluence which has 

carricd o vcr for more than a cc11u1ry, is to plac<.: subslantial blame at the door of the 

nine tce nlh-cc nt.u1·y agricullural cconomy o!" Latin .-\rnerica. 

Signilica11lly, very lilllc q11an1itative a11a lysis h :1s cxaminecl thc opt:ration ol" thc 

esLaLcs or 11:nelce11i.h ccntury L,ii :1 :\n:cric1. Rich narrative histories have clocumcntecl 

the workings of bo th largc:-scalc es tates (latiji:..ndia) anc.l s rnall-scale farms, and much is 

known about tl·:e nature of cconornic and social rclations in thc severa! levels of the 

stratified rural socicty of the time. Howcver, thc exLensive statistical rccords of 

agricultura! opcraLion coniai 1;1.xi ill n;: tio nal ccnsuscs ancl other sourccs have not been 

<: :--p1iscd lo Lla.: ¡.~¡nd or ('(;)IIU IIIC[ r i1: SCl"ll( Íll)' lh;1L lllig ht hl'lp valiclatc, or pcrhaps 

r e fute , Lhc cas:.: against Lhc latijiuulia. S11 ch a 11alrsi:;, as will be shown in this papcr, 

could potcntialiy answc:r severa! ke y questions in this cl<.:bate: \\'e re scale economics 

such in agriculi.ure that, by raising lancl ,·alues upon agglomcration, they e ncouraged 

conce11tration o f lancl parccl.~. a:,ci Ll1us pro[i1? Did la rge <.:states, by cnjoying bcu e r 

access to crcclit from a financia! scCLor biascd i11 their favor, lind it easier make 
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invcslmenls, and lhus profil? Dicl largc cstalcs come to clo1ni11atc thc land c.Jislrilrnlion, 

as seen in an increased conccnlralion of land ovcr lime? 

Thc case ag;:linst the lat1f1uulia has bcen closcly associatec.J with both the Marxist 

and dependista literatures, but by now, g iven its wi<lesprcad acccptancc, il may be callcd 

a traditional view or cven the conventional wisclom. It is certainly lcxtbook material. 

Survcying lhe sccne, Tulio Halpcrín ( 1993, cha p. 5) notes that after in<lependence, Lhe 

shifting political coalitions of Lalin :\merica could not riel lhemselves of foreign 

dcpendence, what he calls a "neocolonial compact." Neccssarily, thc major players 

wcre thc landcd o liga rchs and thc commercial midcllemen with overseas tics, key 

grnups in the narrow social and political base of the cady republics. Frequent booms in 

thc primary-export cconomies seemccl to mainly bcncfit thcsc monopolistic or 

oligopolistic domcstic intc rests, who translatc<l economic assets into política! capital; 

an<l in thc de¡;e11disLa traclition "(p]owerful forcign intcrcsts possessed numcrous 

inclircct paths of contro l tha t are clifficult to trace bul widely bclievcd to be important 

in the inte rna! politics of thc period (Halperín 1993, 179). Outside this privilegcd 

group acccss to land remaincd a "scrious problem" since land concentration change so 

liulc ovcr time d espilc the vast incrcase in acreage, a result which could have been 

' avoided if ncwly alienated la neis had been more equally allocated by the state. 

The persistence of concentrated landholding over time may stíll be a puzzle, 

howevc1·, since "economics of sc;;dc in agricullure wc.:rc comparatively rare" requiring 

an cxplanalion for thc "relaliv<..:l y iso latcd cxarnples of successful smallholdings." One 

can pursuc an economies of scalc argument in (at lcast) two ways: for sorne crops, if 

scale economies were prcsent, Lhen concentralion would be desirable, absent any 

distributional conccrns, simply to raise efficicncy, as in say·tropical crops like sugar. 

The tcmperate crops do nol easily fit lhe samc schcme, and hcre, as on thc pampas, 

lhat lhc countcrargument sur faces: Lhal, des pile thc lack of aclvantagc to 

concentralion, or cven som e bcnclils of small sede operation, largc-scale land holdings 
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pcrsislcc_l in a co11ccnlratccl p:lllcrn . or co11rsc, lhis is íirsl .111 c11 1piric:al quc:-tio11, a1 1d 

c\'icle 11 cc ol"l:tnd distributio 11 will be ncccled, and shown latcr, lo coníront this firsl 

dimension oí lhc puzzle. It rcquires us to note, thcrefore, that exccplions to large-scale 

operations wae sometimcs !iCe-n, as in thc occasional success oí small agricullUral 

colonies li kc the once in the .-\rgcn1inc pro\'incc of' Saula fé. Furthe1· South, the 

ílourishing oí small-scak tenant íarms 011 thc Argcntinc pampas in Buenos Aires 

p1·ovince-side-by-side with the cslatcs oí' landowncrs-providcs us with an ideal case 

slucly íor lliís p:1pcr, wit li "·liid1 wc c:;111 cx :1111i11c i11 cll)S<:-up thc comparali\'e 

pcdormancc or dir1i:rclll agrari:111 i11st il11l ion:-; i11 11 i11clCt'll!h CClllll J')' Lalin Ame rica 

(JJulmer Thomas 1 D~H, ~)3-9:)). 

The Argenli11e case is cenainly rclcvant asan ofl-citccl example of land 

monopolization by elites in thc ninctecnth ccntury, ancl of thc use (or, abuse) of social 

and cconomic po,,·cr by :-.aid ciites to const rain :~nd di:-aclvantagc the tenant íarmers, 

sha1·ecroppers ancl pcons h'ho laborcd bcm:all1 thcm. :\ne! it is a canonical cxample oí 

hqw agrarian i11sti1.ulio11s in lhc bst. cc11tury are invoked asan cxplanation o l' l011g-ru11 

devclopment failurc. l·l o w did thc landcd gente bccome the villains oí lh e piccc? 

A<lelman ( 199·1, 81) has rcccntly 11otcd lhc wicksprcacl charactcrization of landowners 

as a class engaged in acts oí land-hoarcling and spcculation thal drove priccs sky-high 

and cxcludcd tcnants from making thc transilion to land ownership, with any or ali oí 

this subject to a class-conspiracy inlerprctation. Thc ostensible stani11 g point Cor this 

proc:css was th e "moc.lanizi11g" regimc or Ce 11 . Julio Ruca begun in 1880, which 

"c:enlered on an alliancc between thc landow11crs of Lhe rivcrinc pruvinccs (cspecially 

Buenos Aires and Santa Fé) and foreign commercial inter es ls," clownplaying thc 

iníluence of urban and agricultura! workcrs, ancl contin uing an established tenclcncy to 

virtually ignore the masses o f thc in te rior (Halpcrín 190:3, 188-89). 

Thc familiar rcírains run ll1rough severa! kcy .-\rgcnlinc histories, ancl we may 

find two notable quotations in Cortés Concle's El ¡nogrt!SO a1gmtino ( 1979), a volume 
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wJ1ich made a challenge lo lhc acccplcd vicw. The firsl originales wilh James Scobie, in 

lhc inlrnc.luclOry pcrspcclivc lO his seminal hiswry ol' Argenlinc whcal, Revolutio11 on the 

PamfJas (1964), who spcaks lhus ofthc transformation ofthe pampas and the 

lan<lowner-lenanl conlrasl: 

Thosc who alrcady ha<l lan<l, power, or mo11C}' monopolizc<l lhc ncwly dcvclopc<l 

wcallh of Lhc pampas. Thc man who Lillcd thc soil or c.ircc.l for Lhc herc.ls ekcd oul a 

mcagcr cxislencc. I f he hacl kft Euro pe beca use of povcny an<l <lcspair, al lcasl he <lid 

nol slarvc in Argentina, bul fcw incentives wcrc offcrcd him an<l, for Lhc mosl pan, Litle 

lo lhc lanc.l was bcyoncl his ~rasp .... Thcrc was littlc opponunity for cclucalion, 

soc.:ialiility, or sclf-improve111c11l. lnslaliilil}' and lransicncc cl1araclcrizcc.l cvct"}' aspecl o!' 

his lifc. Argcnlinc landowners wanLed and ncc<lcd his labor and secmed delermined lo 

makc sure thal he did nol risc oul of Lhe laboring class. As a result Lhe small 

independenl lanclowncr or farmcr never gained a foolhold on lhe pampas. (pp. 5-6) 

Alternatively, from a more distanl era, wc might consi<lcr Carl Taylor's víews in Rural 

Life i:n A1ge11tina ( 1918) conccrning thc tcnsion betwecn lan<l rcform and 

monopolizalion, an<l its historie, colonial origins common to lalifimdia throughout 

Latín Arrierica: 

Evcryone Dcsircs an<l lklicvcs in Lan<lowncrship. Thcre is probably no sociely in lhe 

world whose members prii'.e the ownership of farm land more highly than Argentina 

and therc is no conviction more widespread among Argenlines than the idea lhat a 

wider distribution of landowncrship shoul<l help to devclop a beuer and more 

democralic social ordcr. This conviction is shared alikc by man y owners of large lracts 

of rich pampas lancl and the more than 200,000 tcnant farmers large and small. 

Thc anomaly of this universal conviction in thc face of Lhe existence of a 

scmimouopoly of the land can be underswo<l onl)' in terms of the historie 

dcvclopmcnts and inslilutionalization oflandowncrship in Arge11Line culture. 

The conquistadors c;une lo thc moulh of the Río de la Plala and inlo lhe 

nonhern and western parts of what is toda y Argemina seeking sil ver and gol d. Failing 

to find lhcsc prccious metals and having come from a country in which owners of 

landed cstales wcrc thc elite of socicty lhe)' soughl compensation for lheir 

disappointmcnts b)' arrogating lo lhcmselves something approaching a monopoly in 

thc owncrship of lancls. Thc fathers and grandfathcrs of thc majority of prcsent 

Argentine Carmers, howevcr, came to thc country after mosl of the land was distributed, 

and lhc great body of tcnanls, thcreforc, are thc sons of men who never owned land 

themselvcs, not men who once owned farms and lost thcm. Thcy are, fo1· lhe mosl pan, 

inmigrants or sons ofinmigranls who stancd farming as hircd men and rose to thc 
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status of 1c11a1Hs bttl 1H:vcr :1clvanccc.l ;my f\1rthcr 11p thc agricultural laclder. :'\losl ol' 

thern are on:up)·ing tite highesl Lenure s lalus ol" their lives. 

Tbe th<::mc was noL ncw, evcn thcn, ::rncl cenainly Lension O\'Cr this s truggle for land 

surfaccd in thc debates ovcr la1.1d 1-cform evcn among the elite themselves in the 

ninetccnth century. Thc problc.:rns wcre palpable enough Lo i\fark J effcrson, writing for 

thc Amc1·ica11 Ccographical Socicty i;1 P1io/Jli11g thL' 1lrgmti11e Pa111/Ja ( 1926, 165, l 73-74) 

aboul Lhc lanclowncr allituclc ami thc.: s truggks o!' thc sharccroppc1·, and the hanclicaps 

~111cl p t: 11,tltics or thc sliarc ICll,111!')' ("Olltracl: 

Socicty is to L1 l1<: Cn:olt: b11dowt1l'r) stratilicd i1110 11ppcr ami lowcr classcs .... Thc 

glirnpses or E11ropca11 socicty irnparted li)' 1 ravcl Lo some of thc Crcole uppcr class have 

noL te11ckd Lo ch:rngc this 111e1llal auituck ,·cry rnuch. I 11 Lhc peasanls of Euro pe the)' 

sec pcons all(l likc LO rcga rcl thcmsel\'CS as Argcntinc rcprcscntatives of Europe's 

landc<l aristocrats. I bclicve th is aLL ilUdc is al thc b:ick o f Lhc present check in scttling 

the country ancl improving agriculturc .. . 

Why shoulcl Lhc rcntcr he hanclicapped? Wh)' shoulcln'L he takc his land and use 

itas he will, providcd he pa)'S the renta! agrced u pon? 13ccause the owncr finds it 

possiblc lo impose a handicap ami clocs so .... Now [the renLer) will rcnt a farm and 

wo.rk for hi111sclr. 1-falfthc harvcsl he 11111st givc up lo pay for thc use ofthc land. That 

mu ch he kncw. IJuL his handicap liegi11s 10 clevclop . 1 !e has Lo bu)' tools ancl 

equ ipmcnt. Sorn e of his 111011ey goes. Evcrything is el car. He fincls himself bound b)' his 

conlract LO put so many hcctarcs undcr thc plow. He has rc ntcd under a contracl Lhal 

fixes everything .... 

Al Tres :-\rro)'OS, in thc J>rovince of' Bue nos Aires, a good man y Italia ns had 

town subdivisions of 30 to 50 heclares, a size that in local practice <lid nol sufTice to 

support a famil)', and so thcy hacl lo hirc land clscwht:re. 1\losl of thc country was in 

lotif11ndi11, ninc of 1he111 bclong-ing Lo (t ;di:111s. :\ s11n:essio 11 ol'bacl harvcsts follow i11g 

1 UOO hrn11ght the f":tnuers of"T1Ts Arroyos :tl111osl to IJ:rnkn1ptcy. A good harvesL i11 

1901! prod11 ccd $7,000,000 wonh of gr,1i11 in thc ncighborhoocl, bul thc colo11ists wcre 

so clccp in clebt that fcw cru mbs of the harvest gol to thcm .... 

Most of lhc ga ins o f :1 good harvcsl go Lo thc 1.inclow ner, middlemcn and 

railways unclcr thc prcselll syste111. A rc11Ler farmcr <loes noL get up much enthusiasm 

far bumper crops. Until h e can gct land ofhis own thal will bring thc fruit of his labors 

inlo his own pockcts h e will have no irreal lovc of thc countrv and that will nol be until o , J 

the uig í!Slt111cias are brokcn 11p. 
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Such descriplions are nol unusual, and set lhc tone for most traditional 

discussio_ns of rural dcvelopmc11l in ninclcc11lh-cc11lury Argcntinc hiswry. 1 The 

Argcntine case relates to similar discussions of lhe impacl of latifundia in other parts of 

Latin Ame rica. There, much of _lhe prescnt literature makcs bold claims that the 

latifundia had peculiar and advcrse economic implicalions overa very long run: 

implicitly, thal scale and lenancy cfTecls malle red, and thal thc Latin <lireclion of large 

agricultura! cstates constitutccl an unfortunate "choice" as compared to, say, the 

Jeffersonian ideal, thc political cconomy of Nonh American agriculturc built around 

the institution of thc family fann. I 11clccd, such alterna ti ve dircctions of clevclopmcnt 

wcre hotly debatecl in nincleenth-ccntury Argentina, with thc J effersonian ideal 

favored in theory, but nevcr realized in praclice. The malign iníluence endured, then, 

as elites conspired in obstructing a transition toward land reform and redistribution. In 

a broader litcrature on long-run dcvelopmcnt, such institutional arrangements had 

implicalions for long-run growth and <livergencc, and the transition to successful 

capilalist development. Cynthia Taft Morris ( 1995), following Morris and I rma 

Ad,elman ( 1988), has reasserted thc importancc of slale policics in checking the power 

of landcd elites in the .British settler economies versus in Brazil and Argentina, and 

argues that such policies, by widely distributing assets, encouraged human capital 

accumulation and technological changc. Along similar lines, Stanley Engerman and 

Kenncth Sokoloff(l994) examine the role ofinstilutions and, especially, the unequal 

clistribution of land as prescrvcd by an oligarchic stalc, as a kcy contrast between North 

American and Latin American dcvclopment paucrns and a plausible cause of long-run 

divcrgence. 

lf land clistribution and tenancy maltered, then this ought to have been 

reflected in economic outcomcs. Ancl if they maltered in a drawn-out and generalized 

1 Othcr aulhors sympalhetic lo lhc plighl ofrural laborcrs in lhc facc oflhc landcd diles would includc 
Car) Solbcrg ( 1970) or Hilda Sabato ( 1990), for cxamplc. 
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argumcnt-which runs [rom agrarian institutions o[ thc ninclccnth ccntury , throug h 

early capitalist clevelopment in resource-rich eco nomics, to broacl conclusio ns about 

clivergcnt paths o[ devclopmc nt ovcr thc vcry lo ng run-thcn wc o ug ht to find 

e vide ncc to support the contc1ilion that agrarian te nancy institutions an cl scalc e ITccts 

hacl an imrnccliate, clircct, ancl measurable impact on activity al the very starl, for thc 

wholc cnsuing arg u111c1n is pred icated 011 that assulllption. 

I will argue that thc logical problem hcrc is bcst vicwcd as a two-stage argumcnt: 

first, to verify the disaclvantagcd position o[ the tcna nts; ncxt, to connect this to the 

long-run economic disappo intmcnts plaguing Latín Amc rica . Thc link is not obvious, 

yct is easily swcpt asid c. T hc apparcnL paradox at hand, affccting the tcnants of thc 

pampas at thc turn of thc century, demancling va liclatio n and cxplanation, is statcd 

conciscly, but no t resolved, by Rock (1987, 178) : 

[l] ... ll1c appn:c:iation of lan<l nlucs [made) tcnancy ncithcr unpopular nor irrational. 

farmcrs p rospc rcd more c¡uickl)' as tcnants than as indcpcndem smallholders, and 

thcir prospcrity ovcr time ma)' also havc bcen grcatcr. (2) Even so, both tenancy ancl 

thc ncw estancia S)'Stcm hada long-term regrcssive effect on the pampas economy and 

thc pampas socicty. 

Thcrc aré two h ypothcscs hcrc . On thc scconcl h ypothcsis , I havc littlc to say, exccpl 

that abscnt any damning cvidcncc as to thc cconomic clisadvantagcs of tenancy for the 

tenants themsclvc.s, we must .s 11 rclr rctrcal to a cliffcrcnt form o f argument., where the 

"regressive eITects" may stc m fro m income or wealth inequality b11l 110! t/ze agrarian 

inslilutio11s J;er se .2 Such an argumcnt, dcpending on its fo rmubtio n, may still be 

2 The poin l <leser\'CS emphasis. Thcrc ;1rc 111;111)' reaso11s lo cxpen thc weallhicsl Argc11ti11cs lo tu rn lo 
lan<l investmcnt ancl procure a lot of th is asse t alo11g thc way. lt was subject lo vast capital gains as 
anticipated frontier expan sion drove up land scarcity. lt was a lso thc basis of Argentine compar ativc 
advan tagc bcfore World \\'ar O nc in an cxpandi ng primary expon busin ess with a markct as largc as 
thc worlcl. Low tariffs madc domcstic industria l cntcrprisc lcss a ttractivc, pcrhaps (why not invcst in 
British o r Gcrman or U.S. incl ustry instcacl ?). And cxchangc risk (small unclcr the gold standard?) o r 
country risk , mad c land possibly thc prime domcstic assct. Funhcrmorc, we a lso h;1Ve thc claim that 
lancl owncrs hip conveye<l a highcr social status, a l'orm of 11onplºC\llliary rcturn val ucd in Argcntinc 
society. lt is, lo rcpcat. no su rp risc thal thc wcalthy l'cw chosc pamp:is landas a large pan o l'thcir 
portfolio. But wcre adverse economic conscquenccs a rcsu lt ofthcir wcalth a lone or, givcn thcir wcalth, 
was ita dircct rcsult ofthcir ponfolio choice? Implic it cou11tcrfoctual: kccping thc Argcnti11e's wcalth 
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entirely consistenl with Lhc dynamic rnoclcls of Sokoloff an<l Engcrman, or the work of 

Morris, but might now be sccn as somcthing distinct from Latin Amcrica's peculiar 

institutional inherilance from colonial times. The csscncc is to separalc unequal wealth 

and its eITccts from thc impact'of ccrtain agrarian instiutions, ancl this distinction coulcl 

be more finely clrawn in Lhc litcraturc. 

In the present paper, howevcr, I seek to support the firsl hypolhesis oullined 

above: 1 argue that tenants could succeed on the pampas, at leasl as well as 

landowners. This is obviously an open question, cspccially from the perspective of 

quantitative analysis, but it has gaincd somc currcncy with thc works of historians such 

as Ferns (1973) or Adelman (1994). According lo the traditional view, it ought to be 

possible, even easy, to demonstrate the unusual advantages that land concentration 

gave to the Argentine lancled elitcs-that it confcrred benefils in lerms of increased 

profits and land values, easier credit and enhanced inveslment opportunities. Yet to 

my knowledge, no previous quantitative analysis has becn pursued to address these 

questions, and to examine and test the implicit hypotheses concerning the malign 

influence of the landowners. ll is not for lack of tes table hypothcses, nor for want of 

elata. This paper uses exlensivc rnicro-lcvel data frorn Argentine agriculture on the 

pampas circa 1880-1914 to explore the supposcd advantage enjoyed by landowners 

with large plots over small-scale plots run by cash tenants or sharecroppers. I have 

access to severa! data sets which will allow me to explore whether scale and tcnancy 

effccts mattered as a determinanl of tcchniquc and efficicncy in thc rural eslates of 
' 

Buenos Aires province, the heartland of Argentine agriculture at the turn of the 

century. 

distribution the samc, would a massivc cquity swap with forcigncrs ofpampas land for British or U.S. 
sccurities have changcd thc developmcnt dynamic? 

8 
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2. CONTEXT 

Beforc examining dala and hypoLhcscs, il is worlh spcnding a moment lo get familiar 

wilh the characLcrisLics of Lhc rural economy. This section describes lhc hislorical and 

geog1·aphical context of the p;rmpas in thc lalc ninctccnth century. I begin wilh a 

cliscussion of thc cxpansion of the fronticr aflcr 1800, and some <lctail on soil an<l 

climale conditions. 1 then move on to discuss the geographical distribution of arable 

an<l pastoral activity in Buenos A.ircs province from thc 1880s to the 1900s. Lastly, I 

discuss the settlement of lhe province, the division into /Jartidos, and the penetration of 

Lhe inLerior by thc evcr expanding railroacl network. 

2.1. Initial conditions: history ancl gcography of thc pampas before 1880 

Historically, rural activity in thc Spanish colonial cconomy had little to do with the 

modern-day province of Buenos Aires. Pre- an<l post-independence Argentina foun<l 

its economic center of gravity in the imerior of the country, toward the northwest, with 

settlements running along the old lines of communication from Upper Peru and the 

vicinity of Potosí, stretching southward clown lhc riverine corridor to the remote 

outpost of Buenos Aires. Indecd, colonial rcstrictions on tradc had entailed the 

overland shipmenl of (legal) European tra<lc wilh thc Rio de la Plata along an interior 

route via' the ports of Peru and Lhe isthmus of Panama. It was only later in the 

nincteenth century, with the ocean trade routes open, and an interna! migration 

toward the littoral in progress, that economic aclivity and settlement in the eastern 

coastal regions grcw, associated with a distinct outward shift in the pampean frontier as 

clelineated by the forts erected to dcfcnd the Creolcs from the indigenous tribes to the 

south ancl west (1'faps l and 2). It was lhus that the agrarian econorny spread from the 

confines or Buenos 1lires antigua into the lands of Buenos Aires nueva south of the Río 

Salado. 

The late exploitation of the fenile pampas was thus ironic, given, as Scobie 

(1971) notes, that these werc the first tempcrate grasslands encountered by European 
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man. The soils were goocl, ancl their fertility, by popular account, was the excuse for 

Argentina's historically "backwarcl" agriculture, with farmers apt to rely on thc richncss 

of the soil, and resist the use of machinery-in the words of an American observer, 

cited by Adelman ( 1994, 211 ), they wcre content to "merely scrntch the ground a liule 

and lcft the rcst to providence." The rich soils extended over most of the pampean 

zone (Map 3). Only drainagc constitutcd a problem, varying from mediocre to poor in 

the flat a:nd low lying pampas, being cspecially bad in thc flood-prone and canalized 

basin of thc Salado river. Perhaps more than any othcr fcaturc, the variations in 

clc·vation and drainage should be considered as a possible source of spalial 

heterogeneity in agricultura! technique and efficiency, an aspect we shall keep in mincl 

(cf. Scobie 1971). The temperate climate offcred a long growing season in most arcas, 
1 

with a threat of dangerous early or late frosts only in the south of Buenos Aires 

province, especially in the Ventana and Tandil Hill regions. As the climate data from 

the Segundo Censo Nacional (1895) indicate, the temperature gradient within the 

province of Buenos Aires ran almost exactly due northwest, and the rainfall gradient 

almost exactly due north.east (Maps 1 and 5). 

2,2. Agrarian development on the pampas 

The entire region proved extremely suitable as a basis both for ranching (the raising 

and fattening of both sheep and cattle using either natural or p lanted pastures) and 

cereal cultivation (wilh plantings of wheat, corn, barlcy, ílax, and alfalfa ali cornmon). 

However, initial conditions certainly came into play: thc early activity along the estuary 

was by pioneering ranchers, and at mid-century products like jerked beef, tallow and 

hieles dominated the environs of Buenos Aires as rnuch as they dominated the export 

statistics. Even through the 1870s and 1880s, arable activity was centered further to the 

north, notably in the colonias o[ Santa Fé and Entre Ríos . Indeed, not until 1908 did 

wheat ar~a in Buenos Aires province exceed that in Sant~_ Fé or any other province 

(Cortés Conde 1979, 61). Sheep were largely displaced to graze on the barren plains of 
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Pata~onia so as lo c:lcar thc riel! palllpas land f'or a 11<·w lllixccl farming of ccrcals and 

fo<lder crops and Lhe pasLUring of caule. 13ccf ancl wheat wcre principal cxports, and 

Lhe whole of the pampas beca me the engine room of lhe Argentine economy: around 

l 914, Bunge's estimates, Ll~ough possibly exaggcrated, attributed 90% of the nation's 

telephones and automobiles to this rcgion, '12% of al! Lalin Amcrica's railroad mileagc, 

ami maybe half o[ the cnlirc cxports of Latin Arnerica (Rock 1987, 169, 176-77). 

The basis for this economic cxpansion was principally extcnsive growth: in the 

coursc of Lhis progress, thc agricultura! frontier marchcd soulh and wcst from its 

estuarine confines, and took both arable and pastoral activitics along with it (Maps 6 

and 7). We can see the distribution of wheat, corn, cows and sheep, by partido, in the 

year 188 1 in Map 6. Severa! features warrant mention. First and foremost, lhe pampas 

,vere clearly an area of mixed farming. Arable and pastoral activities coexisted across 

the en tire rcgion. Seconcl, the frontier is still wcll inside thc western boundary of the 

prnvince, with no ¡;arlidos yet dcfined in thc far wcst. Third, cattle ranching appears to 
1 

be locatecl in more remole areas, with most wheat production closer to the city. Map 7 

indicates that by 1908, the spatial distribution of arable and pastoral activity had 

changed dramatically. Wheat clominated in the far south and ,·vest of the province, in 

the most recently settled partidos, and was relatively scarce in the east. Corn macle its 

strongest appcarance in the north close to the river. Caulc and shecp werc spread 

tlll"oughout, but wilh low density in thc western and southern whcatlands. If anything, 

these maps caution that crop mix and the arable-pastoral balance must rcmain relcvant 

as conlrol variables in any analysis at the micro-leve!, if only because the type and 

intensity of farming varied so much across the provincc.3 

3 Thc maps also revea! a puzzle, but onc apparent in thc narrative history too. A co111111onplace in thc 
histo1·ical literature is that wheat bcga11 lo domínate in the core o f the province on smaller u11its, with 
ranching confined to larger units in thc more re mote lands (cf. Ad el man 19\M, 91 ). Y et 1vlap 8 shows 
quite thc rcversc-whcat in the outer reaches, ranching nearer the city. 
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2.3. Location and transportation on thc pampas 

In this study, we will spend much time focused on micro-leve! developments in the 
1 • 

provine~ of Buenos Aires, sometimes at the partido leve! and sometimes at the unit 

level. Map 8 shows the distribu'tjon of partidos (administrative units of county size) in 

the province, and also highlights a group of twclvc /Jartidos selcctcd by Adclman ( 199'1) 

in his sampling of the 1895 sccond census manuscripts, a key source for the analysis 

which follows. Adelman'~ twelve cover a variety of localions across the province, and he 

divides them into groups of four labeled North, Center and South.4 

The existen ce of such data, and broader /1artido-level data culled from census 

and other sources as discussed below, further raises the question of appropriate 

controls for spatial heterogeneity in our samples. Severa! obvious variables stand out in 

addition to the climate, soil and land-use data mcntioned. Cortés Conde (1979, 58), for 

example, considers two variables vital for any explanation of the evolution of land use 

and land val u es, and, by implication, the development of the agrarian economy of the 

pampas: labor scarcity and transportation costs. 

Census and other clocuments contain information on population and partido 

size, from y.,hich we may infer population density, a crude proxy for labor abundance. 

In the hinterland, many small towns served primarily as pure railheacls for this 

primary production activity, but they also served as centers of local banking (such as it 

was) and petty crafts. But these centers were small: in a province the size of France only 

ten townships had populations greater than 12,000 in 1914, and nothing.could match 

the scale of Buenos Aires itself. The populations was still thinly settled and few owned 

4 Less clustcring, particularly in South and Cerner group might have been prefcrable, but was infeasible: 
although the 1895 manuscriplS stand out as having survived (the 1914 third census manuscripts have 
been lost), they are still imperfect. The cedulas (slips) for severa! irnportant partidos, likc Nueve de Julio, 
General Vi llegas and Trenque Lauquen were missing from thc 1895 archive (Adelman, 1994, Appx. 1 ). 
In addition rnany slips were filled in haphazardly by careless census takers. Imperfections aside, by 
giving us a detailed picture of unit level operations at almost 1,500 sites, Adelrnan's data collection 
represcnts' a invaluable addition to our stock of information. 
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land: only a quartcr of land was brokcn into units of 500 to 1,000 hcctarcs, ami aboul 

onc fifth of thc land arca was co11centrated in 5811 holdings. Population ami labor were 

scarcest in cattle ranching arcas ( 1-2 person pcr square kilometer) and higher in cereal 

areas (wheat: 3-4 pcrsons pc1: squarc Kilometcr; corn: up to 15) (Rock 1987, 177). 

On transporlation costs, the wholc story hangs on thc cxpansion of railroad 

networks. Ali roacls again lecl to J3ucnos Aires, anc.l in thcsc clccadcs tracks sprcad 

across the pampas like a spicler web (i\iap 9). Suffice it to say that the railroad occupies 

a central position in Argentine historiography, bcing both thc vehide for expansion 

into thc pampa hinterland ancl also thc mca11s lo cxport-lccl growth, linking primary 

producers, through thc pon of Uucnos Aires, lo world markcts for beef ancl wheat. f or 

the prcsent sLUdy I lrcat railroad cxpansion as exogenous, and mercly lrack the 

expansion of the railroad partido by j)(lrlidv, matching rail lines to atlases ancl partido 

configurations. I use an indicator variable of railroad presence plus a measure of 

distance to Buenos Aires as proxies for transportation costs, introducing these as 

control variables in the analysis of cross-partido variation. 

3. DATA 

four elata sets covering the pcriod 1888 lo 191 11 (and bcyon<l) can be compilccl from 

census ancl othcr sources, as describccl bclow. Thc variables of interest inclucle thc 

value of land on cstatcs (lhe pricc pcr hectarc), thc invcstmcnt aclivity on thc estates 

(agricultura! machinery and animal stocks), estate characlcristics such as thc sizc of 

estates, the type of tenancy (owncrship, cash !case, or sharccropping), lhc crop mix or 

land use, thc location (e.g., distancc from thc port of Buenos Ai1·cs), the access lo Jane! 

lransportation (a nearby railway), climale data (crucle tcmpcrature and rainfall 

proxies),· ancl financia! development in thc local arca (thc prcsence o[ banks). Such data 

can be foun<l in severa! data sets, ali of which I will employ at various stagcs of the 

13 

. •. 



analysis, and which I now d escribe. In each case I manually coded the data for 

cornputer use. 5 

3.1. L a tzina1s Céographie, 1888 

francisco Latzina's Ct!ograj,liie de la ré/mbliq11e argenti,ie. Published 1888. Thc vol u me was 

wriuen by the national director of statistics who la tcr superviscd the 1895 census. 

Contains <lata on land valucs, populations, animal stocks (cows, horses and shecp), total 

arcas, and arcas cul tivatcd by partido (county) in Buenos Aires and othcr provinccs. 

~faps indicate railwa)' acccss. Allows a nalysis at the ¡,artido lcvcl. 

3.2. Segu11do Censo Nacio1wl, 18 95: summary volumcs 

República Argentina, Segw1do Ci:11so Nacional. Publishcd 1895. Summary <lata by partido 

inclu<lcs most variables of intcrcst, including land area, numbcr ofunits, numbcrs of 

owners versus rentcrs versus sharccroppers, arcas pla ntcd to wheat or corn or flax or 

barley, numbers of plows and rcapcrs ancl harrows, and numbers ofbanks. Uscful 

isothenn and isorainfall con tour maps suggcst rudimcntary climate proxies by distance 

northwest and northeast of Buenos Aires for temperature and rainfall respectively. 

Allows analysis al /mrtido leve! fo r Bue nos Aires (and potentially other provinces). 

3 .3. Segundo Censo Nacional, 1895: Aclclman's subsamplc 

Jeremy Aclelman, Fro11ticr Dr.vclo¡nncnl, Appcn<lix l. A subsample of unit levcl data from 

twclvc individual /mrtidos in ilucnos Aires provincc cullc<l from thc original census 

manuscripts. Targct sampling 1 in 3; actual sampling closer to 1 in 4. Includes size of 

unit, invcstmcn t mcasurc<l as thc numbers of p lows or reapers or harrows or threshcrs, 

and the crop rnix rn casurcd as areas sown to wheat, corn or alfalfa. Allows analysis al 

Lhe unit (estate) level in thc /wrtidos of Ilara<lero, junin, Pergamino, Chivilcoy, Tandil, 

O lavarría , Tres Arroyos, Bolívar, Suárcz, !'ringles, Guarniní, and Alsina. 

3.4. Probatc rccord s from Arch ivo General de Tribunales: Adelman's subsample 

j e remy Adc lman, Fro11licr Dcuclo/mw11l, Appendix 2. A (nonrandom) samplc of large, 

important cstatcs in thc national probatc rccords circa 1880-1940. Inclu<lcs land value, 

Lhc valuc o f improvcmcnts l o thc lan<l, scalc , thc valuc o f investments in machincry and 

animals, ancl ¡,artido location. Allows analysis at unit (estate) level. 

5 T h c four data sets wcrc supplcmcntcd by location i11formation (longitu<lc and latitu<lc ) furnishc<l by a 
conLCmporary Argcntinc atlas (lltlns ele la Rr/níblica Arge11ti11n). :rnd by in forma tion on thc cxtcnt of thc 
railway nc twork from various sourccs U cffcrson 192G; Scobic 1964; 197 1 ). 
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4. HYPOTHESES AND RESULTS 

My readi.ng of the literature suggests sevcral natural hypotheses concerning the 

supposedly superior or privilege<l position of the landowners with large estates. 1 will 

eluci<late each general hypothesis in turn and then draw out the method by which I 

propose to test cach hypothesis using the available data. 

First, we might carcfully re-examine the evi<lence on tren<ls in land 

concentration to once more place lhe monopolization thcsis under direct scrutiny. 

Having severa! ¡mrtido and unit leve! data sets, we are in a position -to evaluate trends in 

land inequality with data ata new leve! of disaggregation. We should be able lo say 

more about such trends, an<l explore possible regional heterogeneity. 

Second, we might ask, werc largc eslates more eflicient than small estates? This 

h ypothesis addresses one possiblc reason for the alleged <lesire to agglomerate an<l 

concentrate lan<l. In effect, we are asking: was concentrated land (agglomerated in 

large estates by the elites) more valuable (i.e., efficient in production) than lan<l in 

smaller parcels (operate<l by entry-level owners and tenants)? We may adopta natural 

econometric specification to test the hypothesis, and pose the natural question: was 

land of similar characteristics associated with higher rents or land val u es when 

agglomerated ? Of course, wc must control in the spatial <limension for location and in 

the time dimcnsion for general tren<ls in land values. Using the four data sets we may 

use cross-section and time-series estimation to establish whether there were significant 

scale effe~ts presentas dcterminants of lan<l val u es, both at the f1artido levcl and at the 

estate lcvcl. The conventional wisdom (hypotheses concerning the inherent 

profitability of agglomeration plus the advantages of estancia monopolies) would 

suggest a positive and significant effect of scale on lan<l val u es. 

Third, we may ask whether estate characteristics, inclu<ling scale and tenancy, 

had any impact on investment activity. Important controls would be crop mix, land 

quality, distance, climate, access to local banks and the like. According to the 

. ~ ... ' . . . 
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convenlio nal wisdom in lhc Argcntinc case, owncrs with large esca les enjoyecl favorable 

acccss to crcdit, and, if this hacl any real c!Tccts , Íl should havc manifcslcd itsclf in 

invcsln~cnl oulcomcs. Such eslimalion is commonplacc in thc modern cmpirical 

devclo pmcnt litcrature.<> Such ·analysis typically controls for farm anributcs and allows 

distinctions based on tenanC)' a rrangcmcnts. Thc approach thus providcs anothcr le:;l 

of the effecls o f sharccropping on investmcnl incentives, a n interesling related issue. 

Applying thc samc mc lhodology in a historical contexl is a natura l cxtension which 

allows us to examine thc allegcdly imporlanl role of tcnancy and land concentratio n on 

agric11ltural outconics in Lati11 t\rncrican d cvclop1ne11l. 

The following scclions dct;Jil thc melhods used for tesling the various 

h ypotheses, with r efcrcnce to thc use of cach of the data sets, and provide some 

discussion of lhe 1·csulls. 

4.1. Thc Changing Pattcrn of Lan<l Conccntration and Ownership 

The firsl major h ypolhcsis I set oul to tes t conccrns thc question of land concentration. 

Thc monopolizalion lhcs is c:ontains, I argue, at lcast two implications worth scp,~ratc 

in vcs tigatio n. lf bndcd eli tes did indcccl mo nop olizc land, it would have entailed a 

squeeze on land available to tenants: as land was acquirecl by the elites to secure the 

monopoly, it would have facilitated agglom e ralion by owners, and would have laken 

land out of the hands of tcnants. Thc convcnlional wisdom here suggests that large 

es tales fc ll inlo the hands of owncrs, with small parccls lcfl to thc tcnants. This 

h yp othesis sh ould be easily lestablc if we can lind eviclcnce o n the scalc clistribulio n o f 

lancl holding classificd by tcnancy status. Such a test rna)' be viewcd as a test o f how 

skewed the static clistribulion of lancl was in a given cross section. l pro pose to stucly 

6 Thc mctho<l is akin to the framework for rclating invcstmcnl activity to lirm characlcristics uscd thc 
modern cmpirical finance litcrature, whcrc variables likc scalc and cashllow are typically relate<l to 
investmcnt as a measure ofthe presencc of bias in thc capital markct. lndccd , such approachcs ha,·c 
bccn succcssfully applic<l in rcccnt micro-lcvcl analyscs in thc dcvclopmcnt litcraturc, fo r examplc, in 
mo<lcling farmers' choice of 1cchniquc. 
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unil size dislributions by lcnancy using Adelman's unil lcvcl sampling of lhe 1895 

census. 

¡\ sccond rclatcd hypolhcsis concerns how lhe ovcrall dislribulion oí land 

cvolvecl dynamically over 1imc.'Thcrc thc rclcvant variables are measurcs oí lancl 

incquality and how thcy changc o ver aspan of severa! years. The monopolization 

thcsis would be supponcd here b)· c,·ide11ce oí a conce11tralio11 of l:rncl holdings andan 

incrcasingly uncc1ual land distrilrntion. Oll1er authors havt: examinccl this c¡ucslion. 

Canés Conde ( 1979, 138) íouncl co11sidcrablc evidence oC subdivision of land holdings 

both al thc province lcvd and in thrce partidos, l3.iradern, Nuc\'c ele julio and General 

Villegas, suggesting no lcndcncy Lowarcl 1no11opolization in thc lancl distribution as a 

whÓle (Table 1). Thc cviclence is consistent ,,·ith other elata on thc risc of lenant 

operation, and the decline of ownership, trends one might reasonabl)' associate with an 

evening of lhc lancl clistribution (Cun6 Conde 1979, 118, l '.21 ). A similar levcling in 

land clistribution for the province was also founcl by Addman ( 1994) and is shown in 

Table 2. 

Rcturning lo thc íirst c¡ucstion, the general shapc of thc lan cl distribution in 

Adclrnan's 1895 unit leve! subsa111pk ['c, r tl1c twdvL: j)(lrfirlvs is summarizcd in the 

boxplots of Figure 1. The plots alrcacly caution that a corrcbtion o f tenancy with land 

distribulion may be h~rd tu idcn! ity. Owncr plots showcd a highcr variancc than 

rcnters, with sharccroppcrs lia\'i11g lcast ,·ariancL:. Thc boxplots of log land arca on 

cach plot (closc to nonnal in Íls <listribution) íor ca.ch lcnanc:y type show somc notable 

outliers in ea.ch catcgory, cspccially some "far be low" cases for rcntcrs. However, the 

median ancl mean unit arca did not diffcr tliat much betwccn owners, rentcrs, and 

shareuoppcrs: a11d, surprisingly, 0 ll'ncrs liad, 011 a,·crage , s111allcr units that tenants. 

13cyond raw <.:ai.,1. avcragcs, we rnay ask ir such cliífc.:renccs still obtain after 

controlling for location. Thc si mple OLS rcgression cstimatcs from Table 3 indicate 

that, even comrolling Cor j)(Lr/ido lixcc.l cffccts, sharecroppers hacl significantly larger 
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lancl parcels than owncrs (by l 1 Vi'o), although the rcntcrs' and owncrs' mean unit size 

were indistinguishablc (renters O. 7% larger, but insignificant). Thus, if land 

monopolization is supposed to have wrested control of huge tracts of land from tenants 

for the benefit of land-ho.ardi11g owners, it is certainly not 111anifesl in the access-to-lancl 

evidencc contained in thc 1895 ccnsus data. Of course, thc tenants <lid not own any of 

the land-the entire samplc was owncd lancl, an<l thc "own" label refers to owner

operation. \Vhat this data shows thcn, is that cven if land concentration can be proven, 

it did not entail the marginalization of tenants on small pa1·cels. 7 · 

Combined with Cortés Conde ( 1979) and Adelman's data the above evidence 

suggcsts a more optimistic vicw of land conccntration trends in thc province of Buenos 

Aires. Land concentration declined ovcr time in thc late nineteenth and early twentieth 

ccnturies. In this sense, the monopolization thesis appears wcak. Moreover, tenants 

apparcntly mcl few obstacles in obtaining lan<.l far opcrations-their plots were, on 

average, no smaller than thosc of owner-operators. Howevcr, this is not to say that 

conditions <lid not change over time-a snapshot from the census' of 1895 describes 

conditions prior to the great land boom 1900-14. Adelman (1994) notes that in this 

phase, as land prices skyrockctcd, collateral demands may wcll liavc constrained 

tcnants' access to lan<l, although evcn thcn the tendcncy towarcl subdivision continued 

as seen in Cortés Condc's data . 

Clearly these qucstions warrant furthcr work to permit us to bettcr understand 

the evolving land market, but for the present, I claim, we can at least dispense with the 

monopolization thesis-the market was simply too "thick"-ancl too competitive-to 

7 Strictly, ali the land is held in latifwulia, and issue is who gets to farm directly and who decides to rent 
out to tenants. Theory dicta tes that this will be govcrnecl by thc naturc of the crops and thc cxtcnt of' thc 
principal-agent problem. It should be thc targct offuturc work to endogenizc this ovcrarching tenancy 
choice which, for the prcsent purposc, is taken as cxogenous. Howcvcr, sincc crop choice is also 
endogenous (as a tenant I can plant what I want so long as I pay thc rent), we face problems in finally 
deciding what drivcs the tcnancy choice, beyon<l, say, stochastic <listurbanccs at thc unit leve!. I am 
grateful to James Simpson for highlighting this point. 



allow any such markct powcr abscnt a much highcr dcgrce on concentratio n. vVc may 

also cloubt that scale was any fctter LO the agricultura! o perations of thc tenan ts, as they 

were plainly able to establish domains the equal in sizc o f their landowning 

competitors. 

4.2. Thc R c turns to Land Conccntration 

In this sccon<l excrcise I estimatc the returns to land aggregation, testing the 

hypothesis that land in largcr parccls had grcatcr value (was more profilable o r 

efficient in use), cclcris ¡,aribus. T hc main challenge is to control for possible omittcd 

variables. In cross-scction data thcsc may be location-spccific characterislics that might 

affect lancl values, such as t ra nspol'latio n costs or population density. In time-series 

data, we must, in adclition, factor ou t any general trends in land prices. The available 

data allow us to explore both approachcs. 

4.2.1. Valu.e muí scale effects in cross seclíon 

v\fe can use Latzina's 1888 data to examine the r elationship between scale a nd land 

values a t the Jmrlido leve! for thc province o f Buenos Aires. Table 4 reports these 

results. The dependent variable in the regrcssion estima tes is the val u e of land per 

h ectare in thc partido. T he inclepcnclent variables for each partido consist of a mcasu re 

of scale or land agglomeration (total crop arca pcr unit), th e population density 

(persons per km2), the distance to Buenos Aires (in km), the railroad dummy var iable 

(equals onc whe n a ¡,arlido has a railroad connection, zcro othcrwise), and climate 

proxies íor temperature and rainfall (distanccs NW or SW of Buenos Aires). 

It can be seen that the climate p roxics add nothing to regression (2) , and they 

a re omittcd in the prcfcrred rcgrcssio n ( 1 ). A rai lroad-clistance inlcraction, added to 

explore the possibility that rail acccss cnhancc<l land valucs more in thc remotcr arcas 
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alsq appcars insignifican°l and is clroppcd.8 Thc po¡ntlalion d cnsily and distance [rom ·1 

Buenos Aires lcrms have precliclablc and significanl cocílicicnts: proximity lo thc city 

and abundant labor supply cnhancc land valucs. A railroa<l also raisc<l lanc.1 valucs (b)Íi ·1• 

about 15%-20%) bul thc eITcct ,vas insignificant. Sti ll , thc main cITccts work, ancl in the··, ¡ 

rig hl <lirection as suggestc<l by Cortés Conde ( 1979): lancl valucs wcrc clriven in hu·gc ~· 
1
-
1
: 

pan by population prcssurc ;-incl transportation cosls. 

In ncillier spcci(icalio11, howcvcr, <loes thc scalc dlcct appca1· signiftcam; 

inckccl, it is sigllcd ncga1 Í\'t:I)', liul lhc ClH.:llic:ic111 is or t·:-.;1 rc111cl)1 luw signi!icam:c. 

r t :: 

Ovcrall, thc results lcncl 110 support to thc claim that lancl conccnlration was profilabfo.: ii: 

Of course, a number of clifficullics arisc wil11 thc precccli11g approach, andan 

unfortunale leve! of aggregalion mean:; lhat we are only looking at partido-leve! 

averages, which might obscure unil-level enhanccments in bncl values for large land 

pa1·cels.9 

r ,, , 

l 

4.2.2. Value all(f sea/e iffects in time series ,·. , , I 

: • ; j The aforcmcnlionc<l methodolugical conccrns are unl ikcly to be unravclccl with any 

availablc cross-scction dala. Thc problcms are similar to thosc facc<l by i;tLH.lcnts o [ tité'' ' 

cnclosurc movcmcnt in Englancl: thc bcsl work on c ndosurcs lracks lhe samc land ·l. ::i 

parcel for clccaclcs, cvcn ccnturics, bcforc ,111cl aftcr cnclosurc, ;111d examines thc lanc\1 i e 

valuc on a plot-by-plot basis, this bcing li1e only fai lsalc way to addrcss omittccl-variabYc1• 

problems inhcrcnl in any cross-plot con1parsio11 (cf. Clark 199--1). Equivalcnt elata Cor_ 1 :·• 

thc J\rgentinc situation is nol a,·;iil.il , lc: \'.'<: do lltll liav<: unit kvd c.la1;1 011 lancl valucs~i " 

8 Thc scalc cffcct \\'as subjccl lo a I-Iausman spcci lica1ion lcsl for sinlllh:111city usi11g ali rcgrcssors as· ·:_., .t 

inslrumcnls in spccilicalion (!) lo confronl lhc suggcslion in thc li leraturc thal scalc and rcmolcncss- · 
wcrc correlatcd. This simullancil}' appcars not lo 111,lllcr íor lhc prcscnt purposc. 
9 In ad<lition, thc mcthodology makcs assumplions aboul lhc 11011-hornogcncily and non-!'ungibilily oí 
land. ll mighl be unrcasonable lo cxpecl such a n cxpcrimcnl lo revea! a price gap belween largc anc.l 
small unils for severa! reasons, nol lcasl becausc tracles in lhc lanc.l markcl ought lo arbilragc away suc1:·- •: 
cliffcrcnces. Thc mcthod lhcrcforc 1·ests 0 11 a pres11111ption lh;1l il'smallcr units are inellicic nt (haYc lowc/· 
values) lhcy noncthclcss pcrsist, so as lo be obsen·cd i11 our samplc as distincl íro111 largcr units, and 1 ._.-, 
cvcn as clistinct írom ncighboring sn1all units with whid1 thcr thc1mclvcs might be agglomcratcd to forli,• ' 
a highcr-valuc l.\rgc unit. 
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and ccnainly noL linkcd Lo a history or parccls an<l thcir agglomeration. Thercfore, can 

any stucly in Lhc Lime dimcnsion assist us? 

Table 5 uses one possible source for such an cxcrcise. Adclman ( 1994) sampleel 

the probate records o[ Lhe A1·chjvo General d e Tribunales in 13uenos Aires, examining 

tlic LoLal valuc or cstaLcs in prnhate f"rom thc 1880s through Lhc 1910s (Adclman 199·1, 

1\ppx. ~). l luvt.: cockd Ll1is i11forn1atio11 for co1nputatio11al use. Thc elata inclucles 

¡;artido location, estate sizc, ancl cst;1tc valuc, i11clucli11g lancl, improvcmcnts, rnachincry 

and animals. In co11trast to thc sa111plt.: in thc previous cxcrcise, this elata has as its unit 

of observaLion Lhe owner, noL t.:ach agricultura! unit. This may be hclpful for 

untangling Lhe qucsLion of accumulation dTccLs of owners on lanel val u es (e.g., via 

marke t-power effect.s) from unit-levcl agglomeration cITccts (c.g., conventional scale 

economies). This data provicles sorne corroborative cvi<lcnce, therefore, al a cliITercnt 

leve! of agg1·egation. 1 o 

I confine my allenlion to probatc cases with improvcmcnts explicitly measurecl 

(so lhat raw or unimprovecl Jane! valucs may be inferrecl). A ycar variable factors out 

the time trencl in lancl valucs in ali cases. Various 1·egrcssions control for geographical 

effects (clistance from Buenos Aires or regían effccts, and also climate proxies), and ali 

al!ow for possible scale endogcneity (although Lh c insLrument list is sparsc) to examine 

Lhe suggesLion in thc narrativc liLt.:raturc thaL distancc ;111d sede wcrc coeval ancl 

codelenninccl. Thc bottom li11e is thal ali thesc r cgn:ssions tell a similar slory about thc 

77 out of 164 cstales for whicb improvcmc.:nts elata cxists. As befare, scalc has no 

significant impact on land values, cven herc al the owncrsltip leve!. The major 

delenninant of lancl values, aside from a 5% per ann um time-lrend increase, was lhe 

IO Thc sampk is not ideal, however. Adclman consciously constructc<l a nonrandom sample of 
"important" lan<lowncrs from the provincc-in<lecd only thc major landowncrs would be involvcd in 
probate in the capital, since smalkr cstatcs typically wcnl lo thc local courthousc far probatc. Adclman's 
sample contains fcw cstates bclow 500 hcctarcs, so wc can only examine thc scalc dTccts al thc top cnd of 
thc distribution. 
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distancc from thc city, with clilllalc proxic:s again ol' ncgligihk sig11ilica11cc. Thc 

distance-lancl valt1c graclicnt shows sollle tc11dency lo flattcn over time, as we might 

cxpccl givcn diminishing transponation costs (rai lroad cxpansion) in thc vicinity ol' an 

u,·ban/port center, but thc c~cct is ol' marginal significancc. 

Thus, the prior cross-scction findings are buttressed by lhc time series analysis. 

:\ltlwugh 1H..:ithcr thc data seis 1wr thc mcthodology llla)' be considcrcd ideal, the 

[indin¡_rs s11g!'·t~sl wc shoulcl hcsital<.: to assumc that bncl "111ono¡)Olization," cvcn if a 
\.) .. , 

rc:tlity, dicl indccd conlcr :1rh·:111t:1gcs i11 1crr11s ol' incn.::1scd land valucs 0 1· rcnls. i\luch 

or th<.: tradition:tl litcraturc.: has always asscnec.l that land concenlration liad a purposc: 

lo make the \,·calthy landed elite wcalthier still. Wcallh surely facilitated lhc purchase 

o[ aclclitional lancl (how coulcl it not?), bul thc scconclary argumenl, wherc a reverse 

causation or positivc recclback runs l'rom land concentralion back lo weallh, resls on 

cx1.ra11cous 111:1i11t:1inccl :1ss111np1io11s, sucl1 :1s 111011opo ly power or scak cco110111ics. Such 

argumcnls are not unco1llestc.:cl. l l Ccrtainl)' thc prcscnt rcsults lcnd no supporl 10 thc 

monopolization tl1<:sis, and ca1111ot o\'c.:rlurn Aclclman's conlcnlion that "Braun's 

argumcnt th,tt mo11opoli;,.ation ol'landholcling allowccl estate owncrs to carn absolute 

1·enls is c.:mpirically unlounded" (.-\cldman l 9~M. 9211). 

4.3. Thc Investr.1cnt Ad\'antagcs of Lancl Concentration ancl Owncrship 

\Ve now conCrunt thc.: tltird 111:\jor liypothcsis in thc traditional litcraturc. I-Iere, lhe 

abovc asscrtio11 tli:1t fllt1f1111di11 111i:~li, havc hc11ditcd fron, scalc economics an<l 

monopoly powc1· which wuuld k1\'l· c1 tl::1n(ccl bnd val11cs is joi11cd by a 

complcmemarr liile of argument whicli suggests othcr m cans by which owners of large 

es tates werc advanwged in thc agrarian S)'Sl<.:m of the day: by dinl o[ ownership, wealth 

(inducling b.nd as collatcral), :rnd a priYilcgcd positio11 in socicty's hierarchy, the 

latiji111dislas allcgcdly enjoyc.:cl prdi.:rcntial acccss to crccl it. 

11 Ac.lclma11 ( 1 !J9'1, 9'.?) cites a propo11c:nt uf tlic 11to11opoliz;1tio11 thcsis in Osear lhau11 ( 197•1), a11d a11 
oppo n cnt in Guillc:rmo Flicl1111a11 ( 1 !l70). 



Thc banking systern, it is suggestecl, was biasccl toward m.iking large-scale loans. 

13ranc h banking was geogr:.phicall)' reslrictcd. i\·fassive failures in the J3anco <le la 

Provincia ele Bue nos Aires eviscerated rural branch banking in the financia! maelstrom 

Collowing the l3aring crisis of.l 890. Such a sccnario, il is claimcd, handicapped small 

operators on thc pampas, but nol lhc landcd clilc who could still borrow lhrough their 

banking con tacts in thc cil)' of' Buenos Aircs. 1:l Evidcncc on thc distribulion of bank 

loans suggests thal small-scalc operators in remole rural agriculture stood al the 

bottom or thc pccking ordcr: firsl, lending was hcavicsl in non-agi-icultural sectors; 

second, within agriculturc lhc bulk of lending was clisburscd in relalively large 

11 tranches; and third, across thc province lhc expansion o [ crcclit was wcakest in the 

south and west, the vcry rcgio ns cxpericncing ncw agriculLUral expansion-that is, 

wherc one might cxpect agricultllJ'al lending lo ncw farms lo be strongest (Adelman 

1 19911, 196- 205). H owcvcr, such cvidcncc is indircct ami an imperfect barometer of 

rural capital markct failurcs in the form of le nding bias. Adelman (1994, chap. 6) notes 

severa! problems. f irst, lending was measured only for official banks, and <loes nol 

1 rep1·esent total bank crcdit. Second, the raw data do not disentangle demand and 

supply cffects: tenants werc ncccssa rily lcss credit-worthy than owners, and tenants 

(especially sharecroppers) also had less incentive to cngage in long-term investment, a 

1 classic stylizcd fact in thc cconomic dcvelopmcnt litcraturc. Third, thc raw data cannot 

1 

1 

refute thc cbim that lending was simply chasing thc highcst expecled returns, and that 

thcsc werc not in agriculturc, ancl cspccially not in high-risk tenant farrning (Adelman 

1994, 200-201). 

12 In panicula1· banks faikd lo rcad1 tc11a 11ts, lc;icling to whal 1\dclman cdls a "two•licrcc.l structun: of' 
rnral financc" (Adclma11, cl1ap. l>), whcrc small•scalc lcnding was informal, anc.l rcstcd o n thc ability ami 
willingncss ol' mcrchants and implcmcnt dcalcrs lo cxtcnd crcdit. Thc raw data prcscntcd by Adclman 
lcnd somc crcdcncc to this h ypothcsis. In thc 1895 ccnsus thcre " 'ere only 51 banks in thc provincc 
(outsidc the federal capital), 9 of them in La Plata, and 28 in thc long-sculcd northern partidos; only 13 
were in the central partidos, and I O in thc southern partidos, with 4 in Bahía Blanca alonc (p. 195). 
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Thc difficulLies wc con!'ront suggest wc look at capital markcL failun: 1·ro111 a 

rather cliffc1-cnt pcrspect i\'(:. I ns1cacl ol" rocusi11g on ban k crccli1 acLi,·ity, it might he 

uscful to examine actual invcstmcnt outcomcs, thc ostensible purposc o!" thc cree.lit 

system. ,\flc1· ali, thc argu111c1-1l gocs, it was not the alkgccl biased lending a r a capital 

market distonion in and or its<.:lr 1 hat bcn<.:li1ed thc lat,Jinulistm: rathcr it was what t hey 

wcrc ablc to do with that pn:lcrential acccss 10 crcclit, naniely e11gagc in proclucti\'C a11cl 

profitablc invcstmcnLs thaL werc bcyoncl thc scopc o!" Lhe clisadvantaged tcnants. ,-\ 

c.fo·cct Lest oC I his hypothcsis is ccnainly k:1siblc, a11d a more telling baronietcr o!" 

capital market l"ailurc . .-\ccorclingly l ask whethcr thc cl:ita revea! any tcndency for 

tenants to systcmaLically in,·cst lcss than owners, cdt'l"is ¡)(lri/ms . \Ve may note, in 

passing, howcvcr, 1h,H this is a _joint hypothesis test, l"or not only coulcl capital markct 

incUic;cncies clisadva11t;1ge 1cn;1nts, so Loo could incenti,·es in thc tcnant contracl 

systcm, ancl so could thc highcr risks or tenant fanning. 

-/.3 .1. Imws/1111•11/ in s/och ;uith vale (//111 l1•11m1cy ,jfals 

A first stab at thc question may be made usillg the partido-kve.l data in Latzina's study, 

which incluclc informaLion on itlvcsLrnent acti\'ity in sLocks, to wit, animal holdings or 

sheep, cows and horsc.s. The rcsults in Table G explore thc hypothesis that such stocks 

of ca¡J ital wc.: re affectcd lw tcna11cv, as wou!d be Sll!.!!!<::s tcd bv thc.: traclitiun al h\'¡)othesis 
I I \¡\") 1 / 

or c1pital 1narket b ias. 1:1 

l111por1.111t dcLcr111i11:1111.\ ,,1":--tocks :--cc111 to lic ll1e gcogr,1pliicil dft.·cl.\ (dis1:1111 

areas without railroads havc n1o n.: :u1im;tls per 1111it :1rca) . Though 11ot signilicant, tlic 

labor .suppl)' prüX)' ha.s thc anticipa1cd .sign: an abundancc of workcrs to tt:nd animals 

lec! to highcr animal stocks. Sede effccts are wc:1k, h:1,·i11g signilicancc 0;1ly in thc case 

13 T hc dcpcndc11t vari:ibks an: 1hc lo¡: il'vd~ of'an i111:ih pc.:r hc.:c:L1rc.:. Co11trnl \'ari,d,lc.:s, in additio11 10 
tcnancy mcasurcs for cach partido, induclc sede c.:ffcus (lo~~ total crop arca pn u11i1) , gcographical and 
transportalion cosl cffccls (log <listancc lo Buenos Aires. r:1ilro;id dummy and ;i11 inlcr:1ction), a labor 
supply proxy (log population clcnsity). :rnd :1 111c.:as11rc o r linanci:d dc.:v('ln1111wnt (a dummy for 1lic 
prcsence ol'a bank in thc ¡mrtido). 



of sheep grazing, as onc might cxpcct. The real intcrest, fo1· our excrcisc, is the impact 

of Le11ancy 011 invcslmenl: thc results are mixcd, and cannol be said lo offer strong 

supporl for the tra<lilional view. Thc rcmcrs appear to invest significantly lcss in caule; 

that asid e, the results say tenahcy did not mattcr for thc accumulation of animal 

capital. In some cases lhe cash and share tcnants appear to invcst more, somctimes less, 

but thc hypothcsis that thesc elfccts are 11011-zcro c;111 be rcjectcd at conventional 

significance levels. 

IL would be unfortunale, howevcr, if this werc our only evidence, as it is only at 

the Jmrtido leve! of aggrcgation, a limitation of Latzina's dala. By focusing on animal 

stocks we are examining an arena of cconomic activity known to be dominated by 

ranchers, with cash and sharc tenants of marginal import: perhaps that explains why 

Lenancy cffects have litlk cxpbn;itory powcr? Thc rcsults are informativc, suggestive, 

bul inconclusive. Thc real test of tli c liypothesis has lo ccnter on the hub of the lenant 

farmer economy: the cultivation of ccreals and the use of implements. 

4 .3. 2. lnveslmenl in equijnnenl with sea le mul lenancy effecls 

We are fortunate now to havejercmy Adclman's (I~:)9,1) exhaustive manuscript-level 

sample frnm the 1895 national census. This data set is ideal for exploring investment 

activity at thc leve! of the individual unit for a very large sample (over 1,400 units) of 

considerable variety. l havc codee! this information for computational use. The sample 

includes units of ali tenancy typcs, ancla wide rangc of scalcs , from units undc1· 1 O 

hectares to units of severa! thousancl hectarcs, as can be seen from the samplc slatistics 

in Table 7 . 1•1 

Even in aggregation the datascl holds sorne surprises. figure 2 shows the 

inlensit)' of irnplernent use for plows, rcapcrs and harrows in the three regions of the 

¡,¡ Thc data are nol perfccl, in that thc 1895 ccnsus was ridc.llcc.l with crrors ancl inconsistcncics on thc 
pa_rt of ccnsus takcrs, and this led Aclclman lo fall shon of his ideal or target I in 3 sampling of his 
selcctcd twclve partidos. Nonethclcss, this clatasct is unprececlcnted in tcnns of thc in sizc ancl scopc an<l 
dctail, and, hcncc, inf'ormation on micro-lcvcl activit}' in thc pampa arable cconomy of thc l 890s. 
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provi11ce by lenancy type. 15 On firsl glancc, il appea1·s lhal lhe dala do not conf'orm lO 

lhc lradilional view, in lhat Lherc is no dcar ranking of implemcnl use as expected. I[ 

owners h ad capital markel advantagcs, it was not reílecled in uniformly grealer use o[ 

implcme nLs per unit arca. NoL' wc1·c sliarccroppcrs al tite bottom of the pile, as 

ince ntive and risk clfocts might suggcst. In Lile nonh, rc ntcrs ancl sharccroppcrs often 

exceed owncrs in implemcnl use; in thc ccnter Lh c rcsulis are more in linc wiLh 

expcclations; in the south, again, thc lcnancy cíTects are unclcar. 

Such averaging is, howcvcr, misleading, in lhat it obscures scale efTects : if 

tenanls workecl smaller units, and if therc werc climinishing returns in thc use of 

machinery, we might indeed cxpcct hig hcr le ,·els o f cquipmenl per hectare on the 

smaller tenant unils lhan on thc la rger owncr unils. Figure 3 tries to control for scalc 

cfTects. A:. expected, diminishing returns are apparenl: equipment use per hectare 

diminishes with scalc. But hcre again , the tcnancy cffccts are nol so clear: lhe 

traditional view would expecl a highcr leve! of investme nt by owners in every scale 

category for each implement Lype in every rcgion. That criterion is clearly nol met in 

the real data. 

V,,'c have just aboul r eachcd ll1c limit of two-climcnsional graphical analysis al 

th.is point, and it is natural lo move Loan economctric speci fi cation . This will allow us 

Lo control for some omiucd variables no t fcaturecl in thc graphs, and will move bcyoncl 

regio n-level averaging. Table 8, co lumns 1 Lo 3, re lates thc log leve! of plows, harrows, 

and reapers per hectare on cach unit Lo the characleristics of each unil. u sing OLS 

estirnation The results are favorable lo hypothcsis o f investmcnt bias duelo tenancy. 

Consistenl with lheory, renlers use less capital than owners, and sharecroppers use 

15 Thc <laia a lso inclu <lcs information on thrcshcrs, but thcsc wcrc cxtrcmely rarc in thc provincc, 
rellccting a general reliancc on custom travcling thrcshing outfits during thc pcriod-ac<.:o rdingl)', no 
discussion o í thrcshcr use will be pursucd, this bcing an i111plc 111cnt wi<lcly lcased or sharcd. In<lccd, 
cven thc rcsults on rcapcrs prescntcd bclow warrant cau tious interprctation givcn the possibility oí 
reaper sharing, an idea which has causcd sulficicnt <.:ontrovcrsy in Amcri<.:an cconomic history (David 
1966; Olmstcad 1975). 
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cven less. Cash tenants (sha rec:roppcrs) use 8% ( l ·l'i'<) f'cwer plows, 1 :i% ( 18%) lewcr 

harrows, and 16% (30%) [cwer reapers. Still, thc results are u 11acceptable: beca use they 

are a nonrandom, truncatecl samplc. (By taking lag of' plows per hectarc we exclucle 

clatapoints with a zcro cquipn·H: llt cnll')' : logis 111i11us inlinity.) This cernid scvercl)' bias 

our 1·cstilts since thc variables <lo not satis!'y OLS assumptions. The truncuion cxclud1.·s 

219 data points with zero pluws (687 points have zero rcapcrs, an<l 86 1 points-more 

than half thc samplc-havc zero liarrows). Onc way aro11lld this is 10 run the 

regression with a ckpcndent variable uf llUlllber of plows-bul wc are not ycL clone, lúr 

thcn the elata are no longcr truncatcd, but they are still ccnsorecl: the clcpenclent 

variable is nonnonnal in its clistribution, since wc cannot observe fewer than zero 

machines, ancl wc havc considerable probabiliL)' wcight al this ccnsoring poinl. The 

regression resicluals are nonnormal in form and thc spccification again violates OLS 

assumptions. I attcmpted to rcctify this problem by using a censorecl rcgrcssion (10bit) 

maximum-lil(elihood approach to estimatc L11c samc model. T hcsc rcsults appear in 

columns 4 to 6. 

In summary, thc results far equipment investmcnt ofTer no firm support for the 

traclitional vicw Lhat Lenancv mattcrcd for i11vcsl111cnt outcorncs, sincc most lenancv ' . 
effects ,u-e n ol significant, though sig11ecl so as to suggcst that lenants were at some 

disa<lvantage relativc Lo uw11e1·s. The only signi(icant codlicients are thosc f'or rcapcrs, 

but these largc picccs o[ 111achincry are subjccl to sharing across p lots, as in A111erica11 

cxpericncc (David l 9GG, Olmslc:1d I07:i). 1 li l lowever, tlie c,·idencc shoulcl be 

considered tentativc, ancl wanting furthcr corroboration through conlin ued research. 

Severa! cavcats need to be mcntioncd. First, Lhis is ajoin t hypolhesis test, and in thc 

1 ti i\!)' tobit es ti mates sar thal thc sign of tlu: tt'11;111q· clfrcts is i11dccd 11cgali\'C. Thc csli111;1lc<l clkcts are 
no l trivial: lor cxamplc, thc samplc rc\'eals a11 a\'cr:1gc ni' :1 .8 plows in unics with 11on1.cro plows, with a 
rcntcr cffccl or -0. 7 , all(I a sharccroppcr cffect ol'-0.·I (tcna11l/ow11cr Íll\'cstmcnt ratios ol' about SO'ié-
90%). for reapcrs, thc samc avcr;i¡;c is 1.9 pcr u11it, 1,·ich rcntcrs - 0.:1, sharccroppci·s - 0.S (tcnanl/owner 
ratios ofGO%-- SO%); for h.irrows, thc average is 2.2 pcr unit, wich rcntcrs - 0.5 an<l sharccroppcrs -1.2 
(tena111/ow11cr ratios oí •1 S'Yc-80<;"~). 
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case of sharecroppers, the incenlive effecls in lhe contracl could well have been 

sufficicnt to depress invcstment incentives. Second, if we conf1ne attention to renters, 

the impacts are relatively small (cash-lease tenants achieve about 80%-90% of owner 

capital-stock levels) and of oni-y marginal significance. Is this a failure, or ralher a 

striking succcss? Thcrc may be room for optimism: can such a dilfcrence be consi<lcred 

large by the slan<lards of other historical and conlemporary cases of tenant versus 

o,vner investment effects? Third, what of lhe benefits of tenancy in terms of reduced 

monitoring costs-if owners have principal-agent problcms enforcing optimal labor 

effon, they face a higher true opponunily cosl of labor lhan tenanls, and might well 

' therefore be expected to substitule sorne capital for that costlier labor. 17 Fourth, what 
1 

of equipment sharing? Thc example of reaper sharing in lhe midwest cautions us nol 

to make hasly inferenccs about ownership and use of large implements. for plows and 

hárrows, though obstacles to ownership were smaller, the costs of sharing were 

probab~y lower (it was a· smaller implement with a simple sharing technology). The 

tenanc~ effects for plows and harrows fail conventional significance tests. By dint of 

such considerations, this observed investment effect for tenants may be viewed as 

surprisingly small. What maltered more for investmcnt choices were location, crop 

rnix, and scale. Thus, the investment-bias hypolhesis may have power if it can be more 

precisely estimated: at present, lhough, it cannot be considered to have been 

empirically validated in a robust fashion. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The situation of tenant farmers in post-colonial Latin Ame rica has generally been 

viewed in a pessimistic light. The latif1mdia are usually viewed as having been an 

obstacle to progress, allowing owners to accumulate wealth and power, and 

17 Thcy might also substitutc land-i.c., scck to sprcad thc monitoring cost over a largcr holding. This, 
for cxamplc, was thc prefcrred approach on Spanish latif1mdia. Large plots were rented out to lower 
transaction costs. In the cnd, these large-scalc tenants often bccamc landowners themselves Uamcs 
Simpson, personal communication). 
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constraining thc choices ;wailablt: to thc landlcss agricultura! workcrs . Thc Argcntinc 

case has wiclcly been consiclered to fil this general picturc, albcit with ccrtain specific 

diffcrcnccs. The quotations highlighted in the intro<luction are not unusual as 

declamations of thc Argentine system of lancl tcnure. 

This paper has attemptccl a fresh attack on thc qucstion via a quantitativc 

analysis of agricultura) operalions in thc pampas of thc late nineteenth century, to try 

to asscss somc of L11c (implicit) cconomic assumptions cmbcdclecl in the traclitional, 

pcssimistic vicw. I fincl that only thc weakcst evidcnce can be assemblecl to suggest that 

the large-scale lanclowncrs gain aclvantage relative to tcnants eithcr clirectly (by 

increased lancl valucs) or indircctly (via monopoly, or via capital-market irnperfections 

and investment). This may be no surprisc, at lcast to scholars who take a more 

optimistic vicw of the latifwulia system and its alleged cconomic incfficiencics. Adelman 

has arguccl that tcnants ncvcr rcally sought land owncrship as a final goal, dcspitc thc 

supposedly vexing political issu e of lancl-reform. Tenants, rathe r, "cnjoyed distinct 

advantages from leasing: major invcstmcnt was unnecessary and short-term contracts 

avo ided diminishing returns to land" (Adelman 1991, 96). 

There are numerous qualifications to add to thc story presented here, of course, 

. but the aim has been to shift the dircction of debate toward tes table quantitative 

hypotheses, and show that this is cmincntly possiblc in the rnse of the debate over 

agrarian institutio ns a ncl cconomic outcomcs fo1· onc imporlant case. The methods are 

thus novel, but cannot always be set upas one woulcl wish givcn the paucity of data. 

For example, one would very much likc to know whcthcr tenants freedom to pursue 

investments was as notable in the case of fi xcd invcstmcnts (improvements, buildings, 

etc.) as in the case of moveable equipment likc plows. Here, ownership may well havc 

convcyed certain advantagcs, hut that data is simpl)' not availablc at present. 

I have found littlc to distinguish thc opcrations in tcnant-operated farms from 

th9se in owncr-operatcd farms, bolstcring thc vicw that tcnants faccd few problems in 
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compcling in Lcchniquc wilh owners. One is íorced lo queslion, Lhcn, whethcr tcnanls 

operalccl unclcr lhc kind of miserable concliLions so frcquc1Hly dcscribcd in 

contemporary narrativcs and recent historical wrilings, or, inslcad, pursued the tenant 

lifcstylc asan cllicient enterprise anda proCitablc pursuil. Sincc thc long-run impact of 

the latifwulia is liccl up with so much elsc, such as the implications of wcalth 

distribulion far polilical changc and economic dcvelopmenl, I cannot oITer a macro

inslitutional defensc of lhe institution. Indced, there may not be a defense if the 

institution is considercd part ancl parccl of Latin American inequality. But such a 

con<lernnalion of lat1fwulia outsleps ils institutional dcfinilion, and I think my micro

institutional focus is certainly a good place Lo examine lhe inner workings of the 

inslitution ilself. The resulls are provocalive enough cven so. The notion that land and 

opportunities were no less accessiblc for tenants, coupled with the ílexibility conferred 

by a tease contract, firmly accords with a very diITcrent and optimistic view of tenant 

farming on thc pampas, for example, as described by Ferns: 

Given thc abundance of land, the cereal farmcrs quickl}' abandoned the ro man tic 

notion of the colonisers, who thought in terms of planting a race of sclf-sufficient 

pcasants working away at the production of fruit, poultry, milk, cheese and breadstuITs. 
As ·soon as wheat becamc a big cash crop thc Argentinc farmer went for cxtensive 
cultivation. Once he bcgan to plant largc arcas, which he could still do by hand, he was 
obliged to harvest and thresh with modcrn machines. Again capital was nceded. Long 
before thc modern businessman had discovercd the wisdom of renting equipment as a 

mea ns of cconomising on capital, the Argcntinc cereal farmcr had discovercd the 
advantagcs of renling. He renled evcrything: land and machines. For him thc goal was 

the big crop sold for cash as quickly as possible. The picture of the Argcntine farmcr as 

a sharc-cropping slave without home and without propeny is a false one. His objccl was 

money: to get in and get out, and more oftcn than not he gol in with nolhing and he 
gol out with something. (Ferns 1973, 61-62) 

Incleed, Lenants may havc been evcn bettcr placed than lhc lancled oligarchs in somc 

ways. The revisionist claims are not uncontroversial, but the challenge to quantitativcly 
' 

validate tbe case against the lat1fundia remains to be made. 
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Table 1 
C hange in Lan<l Dis trilrntio11 in Cortés Con<lc's 3 Partidos 

¼Un its in c11c¡;or y Ilara clero Nueve de Julio General Villegas 

Solc (ha) 
0-1.000 
1.00 1-2.500 
2 .50 1-5.000 
5,001- 10,000 

1 º·ºº 1-20,000 
Ovcr 20,000 
Othn (focal land) 

l 8 li·I 

1-1 .0 
23.G 

5.5 
22.0• 

3·1. 9 

1890 

'.!G.•I 
22.9 

'.!(i.5 • 
2·1.2 

• denotes median sede catcgor)'. 
So11rci:: Cortés Conde ( 197!), 1 l ·1 ). 

T able 2 

1 ~>20 

8·1.·1 • 
12.0 
:I.G 

18G·I 1800 

0 .2 1.0 
2.5 8.5 
I .G 21.2 

33.2 ·12.-1 · 
'.EJ..1• 17.5 

:u; 10. 1 
2!).0 

Ch ange in Lan<l Dis trilrntion in Iluenos Aires Province 

Scalc 1901 1911 'lcchangc 
counts counts in counts 

(ha) (11 uni ts) (ti units) 

10-25 8 336 1'1001 68% 
26-50 8856 14191 GO% 
5 1-1 00 5703 92'1 8 62% 
101-200 '1593 7•·166 63% 
20 1-300 17!J.I 3850 115% 
30 1-650 2!M9 •l !J·l 8 ú8'7o 
651 - 1,250 2 161 3256 5 1% 
1,251-2,500 2070 2530 2'2% 
2 ,50 1-5,000 15S1 llH 9 •1% 
5,001-10,000 95,1 GS2 -29% 
Ovcr 10,000 •ISG :306 -37% 

Towl 39·193 6:2 1'27 57'/o 

Sowu: :\dclman (1 99·1, 92). 

19'.?0 18lH 18!10 Hl20 

33.• l 15.7 
~~.8 · O.'I 1 ·l. 1 

18. l 3.6 17. 1 
15.1 2:l.0 22.2 • 
1 O.li 38.9· 2:3.3 

3,1. 1 7.G 

1901 1 9 1 1 o/cchange 
sharcs sharcs in sh ares 

(% units) (% units) 

21% 23% 7% 
22% 23% 2% 
14% 15% 3% 
12% 12% 3% 
5% G% 36% 
7% 8% 7% 
5% 5% -4% 
5% ,1% -22% 
4% 3% -3..J% 
2% 1 % -55% 
1% 0% -60% 

100% 100% 



Table 3 
Scalc an<l Tcnanc)' in Adclman's 1895 Ccnsus Subsamplc 

Dcpc11<lc n l \·ariab lc is: 

Variable 
Const ,111t 
Rc11l 
Shan.: 
\\'h ca1/r\rca 
Corn/:\ rea 
:\11:111";1/.-\n:a 
Chivikoy 
Pergamino 
.Junin 
llolívar 
Olavarría 
Tandil 
!'ringles 
Tres Arro)'OS 
Suúrcz 
Guam iní 
Alsina 
N0 BS 
R sc¡uarcd acljustcd 
SEE 

Ln,\rca 
1 

Cocllicirnt t-ratio 
l .7UU (H:i.{iü) 
0.1 O!l (:\.7~ ) 
0. 17:1 (:l.7X) 

l ·1 :í ·1 
.0 1 

0.5'.?G 

Ln.-\rca 
2 

Cocfficicnt t-ra tio 
1.5:lfi ('.17 .00) 
0.007 ((l.~7) 
0.I ·11) ('.1.:1-1) 
0.j~{i (7 .-IH) 

-0.0'.!0 {0.·1·1) 
-0.ü~•I (li.55) 
ll.'.!o? (G.70) 
0.28 1 {5.·1 5) 
0.5!1 I ( 1 O.HO) 
0.·I H7 {8.'.!•I) 
0.0lH ( 1.23) 
0.0•15 (0.75) 
0.'.128 {5.·IS) 
0.380 (G.G3) 
0.3ü0 (·1.78) 
l.¡.¡ 1 ( 11.00) 
0.-1'.M (4.51) 
1·137 

.23 
O.'IG3 

,Vo1t•J: Bascd on a noss-section or units in twclvc ¡111rtido.1. Scc Table 7 íor sam p lc s tatistics. Scc tcx t. 
Snurcc: :\del m a n ( 199·1). 

Table •1 
Valuc alHI Scalc EITccls in Cross Scclion , l!l88 

Dcpcndcnl \·ari:,blc is: Lnl.andValuc: 

Variable Cocl licic11L t-r;1Lio 
Co11s1ant 5. :lli9 (8.5(i) 
Ln Total Cro p :\rc;1/U11it -0.0!l'.! (l.·l'.I) 
l.11 l'opulatiun Dc11siL)' (). :·,.17 (G.39) 
Ln Distancc to Bucnos .-\ ircs .(J.:1% ('.l.·18) 

Railro.1d Dummy 0. 16 1 (0.8!)) 

R:1ilroad • Ln Dist. 
Dist.1nc:c NW o r B.-\ 
Distancc SW or B:\ 
:--JOBS 7:1 
R sq11a1·cd ;1djustcd .85 
SEi:: O.:·ili 1 
LnC.-\/U Endugcncity (p \·al.) O .:l:í 

Nofrs: 13.1scd o n a cross-scction or partidos. Scc tcxt. 
Sowu: L1tzi11a ( 1 SSS). 

Ln Land Valuc Ln LandValu c 
<) 3 

Cudlicirnl t-ratio Cocfricicnt 
:,.588 (8.52) •l. 73ü 

-0. 1 :1:; ( l. 7(i) -0 . 120 
0.·1!10 (•l. '.!0) 0.50'.! 

-0.3!J.I (3.:10) -0.2·12 
0. 1 !)7 (1.05) 0.994 

-0.151 
0.0007 ( 1.25) 0.000li 

-0.0003 (0.2!}) -0.0004 
7:1 7:1 

.85 .8<1 
0.5G I U.:iü·I 

t- ratio 
(2 .97) 

( l.·IHJ 
{·l. '.!'.!) 
(0.S:,) 

(0. 7:1) 

(0.59) 
(l. l '.I) 

(0.·12) 



Table 5 
v ·aluc an<l Scale Effects in Time Series, 1886-l!Ml 

Dcpcndenl variable is: 
cases sclectcd according to 

Variable 
Constanl 
\'EAR 
C[NTER 

SOUTI-I 
LNOIST 
L.:s.!DIST•YR > 1!107 

LNL,\Nü 
NW 
N E 

LNLAND Endogcneity 
(]> valuc) . 
NOBS 
R squarc<l adjustc<l 
S[E 

LN l' 
.1~11'> 0 

1 
Coeff. t-ratio 
-!J!J.29 (7 .56) 

0.06 (8.38) 
-0.02 (0.09) 
0.35 ( 1 .02) 

-0.7•1 (5.0!)) 

0.0'.!·12 (0.'.!9) 

0.-16 

77 
.65 

0.662 

Notes: 13ascd on a cross-scction of /mrtidos. Scc lcxt. 
Sourcc: A<lclman ( 19!.M). 

Table 3 

2 
Coe ff. t-ratio 

-100.·1'.! (7.73) 
0.0G (8.-19) 

-0.75 (5.22) 

O.OG07 (0.li!l) 
0.0009 ( 1.60) 

-0.0007 (0.8!1) 

0.82 

77 
.G5 

O.Gli7 

ln\'cstmcnl in Stocks wilh Scalc and Tcnancy Effccts, 1888 

Dcpcn<lcnt variable is: Ln Shcep/Arca 
cases selcctcd accord ing to Buenos Aires 

Variable Cocílic icnt t-ratio 
Constant 3.2:3 (2.'18) 

Ln Total Crop Arca/Unil 0.23 (1.76) 
Banks Dummy -0. 15 ( 1.08) 
Rcnt Units/U11its -(U!:> (0.•19) 
Share Units/Units 1.02 {1.13) 
Ln PopDensity 0.32 ( l. 70) 

Ln Distance to Buenos Aires -0.57 (1.08) 
Railroad Dummy -2.93 (2.7 5) 
RR•Ln 0istl3A 1.28 (2.81) 

NOBS 87 
R squared adjustc<l .26 
SEE 0.-1883 

Notes: Based on a cross-scction o f ¡1artidos. Scc text. 
Source: L 1tzina ( 1888). 

35 

Ln Horscs/Arca 
13ucnos Aires 

2 

Coc ílicien t L-ratio 
1.68 (2.59) 
0.02 (O. 28) 

-0.0·1 (0.57) 
0.1 ·1 (0.5·1) 
0.76 { 1.68) 
0.17 ( 1.84) 

-0.'18 ( 1.85) 
-0.99 ( 1.86) 
0.·11 (l.92) 

87 

.33 
0.2431 

3 
Cocff. t-ratio 
-66.50 (2.76) 

0.0•1 (3.09) 

-0.H 1 (:i.:i'.I) 
O. 1 O ( l .(i7) 

0.0816 (0.93) 
0.001 O ( 1.83) 
-0.0009 (1.03) 

0.71 

77 
.66 

0.290 

Ln Cattlc/Area 
13uenos Aires 

3 
Coellicicnt t-ratio 

3.21 (•1.89) 

-0.05 (0.81) 
-O.O 1 (0. 11) 
-0.·1'1 ( 1 .(iH) 

0.37 (0.81) 

0.01 (0. 1 '1) 

-0.67 (2 .54) 

-1.06 ( l. 98) 

O.'IG (2 .0'.!) 

87 

.25 
0.246 



Table 7 
Samplc Statistics fo1· A<lclman's 1895 Ccnsus Subsamplc 

Sc ril'~ Obs ~lean Stcl Dcv :'--li11i111u111 :-.iaximum ~ll'dian 
:\rca 1 ·15fl 1 :>6.05 •198.n () 1•1000.00 80.00 
\V li cal 1·1Ü'·1 ·12.09 110.~!7 o 187'.?.00 (i. '.1-! 
Corn 1·16•1 :13.93 55.82 o 780.00 15.li0 
Alfrtlfa 1•16·1 G.97 79.2•1 o 2100.00 o 
Plows 1•16·1 3. '.1'1 5.56 o 110.00 2.00 
Rcapcrs J.IG•I 1.01 2 .03 o 28 .00 1.00 
Harrows 1·16·1 0.93 2.62 o 80.00 o 
Thn:shc1·s l•lli·l 0 .06 0.31 o 5.00 o 
Own 1 •161 0.'13 0.50 o 1 o 
Renl 1•161 0.'15 0 .50 o o 
Sha1·c l·IG 1 0.11 0 .:12 () () 

l3a1·aJcro l·ltH 0. 1 (j 0.37 o o 
Chivilco)' l ·16·1 0.23 0.42 o o 
Pergamino l·lli•l 0 .0U 0.2D o o 
junin 1•16•1 0.07 0.26 o o 
Bolívar 1·16·1 0.06 0.2-! o o 
Olavarría 1 •16'1 0 . 10 0.30 o o 
Tandil 1·16•1 0.0G 0 .2·1 o o 
Pringlcs l'164 0.07 0.25 o o 
Tres Arroyos 1·16'1 o.os 0.27 o o 
Suá1·cz 146•1 0.04 0.19 o o 
Guaminí 1-16•1 0.02 0 . 12 o o 
Alsina 146•1 0.02 0 . 1'1 o o 
Plow/Area 1·157 0.05 0 .08 o o 
R.capcrs/Arca 1457 0.01 0.05 o 1 o 
1-1 ar rows/.-\rca 1•157 0.02 0.11 o 4.00 o 
Thrcshers/Arca 1457 0.00 0.01 o 0.16 o 
Ln(Plow/Arca) 1247 -3.'13 0.95 -8.'13 o -3 .'15 
Ln(Rcapcrs/Arca) 778 .,1,39 0.90 -9.55 o -4.'13 
Ln(Harrows/Arca) 60'1 .,1, 04 1.08 -9.55 1.39 -•1.09 
Ln(Threshcrs/Arca) 69 -5.'15 1.27 -8.30 - 1.83 -5.-16 
V1'hcat/J\rca ¡,¡57 0.26 0.33 o 4.00 0 . 10 
Corn/Area ¡,¡57 0.31 0.32 o 2.33 0.25 
Alfalfo/Arca 11157 0.01 0.1'1 o o 

Not~.1: Arca is unit arca in hcclarcs. Whcal, Corn, Alfalfa are arcas sown lo crops in hcctares. Plows, 
Rcapcrs, l la1Tnws, Thrcshcrs are counts of' Cfluipmcn l. Ow11, Rcnt, Sharc a re tcnanc)' dumm)' variables. 
Baraclcro, Chivilcoy, Pergamino, ju11i11, Bolívar, Obvarría, Tandil, !'ringles, Tres Arroyos, Su:\rcz, 
Gua111iní, Alsina are /1arlido dummics. 
Sorircc: A<lclman ( 199·1). 
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T.lblc 8 
Dctcnuinants of Intcnsity of E1p1ipmcnl U .~ c 

Dcpcndcnt 
\'a r iable 

:'l!cthod 

Variable 
Constant 
Rcnt 
Share 
Chivilcoy 
Pcq;amino 

Ju11i11 
llulív;1r 
Olavarría 
Tandil 
Pringlcs 
T res Arroyos 
Suárcz 
Guaminí 
Alsina 
\ Vh cal/Arca 
Corn/Arca 
1\Jfalfa/Area 
:\rea 
Arca2 

:\ rea3 

Arca·1 

p¡;,;0: p valuc 

Tenancy e!fects 
Partido e ffects 
Crop c!Tccls 
Scale c ffccts 

R2 adj. 
cr 
Mean dep. var . 

ali cases 
cases>0 

NOBS 
ali cases 
cascs>0 

Ln 
( l'lows/Arca) 

OLS 

Coeff t-ratio 
-2.80 (32.70) 
-O.OS ( 1.83) 
-0.14 (2.35) 
-0.39 (6.19) 
-0.0!1 ( 1.2G) 
-0.:i:l ((j .2!1} 
-0.:iH (0.fül} 
-0.55 (•l.!l l} 
-0.28 (2.55) 
-0.50 ('1.3·1) 
-0. 13 ( 1.36) 
-0.92 (8.49) 
- 1.1 5(6.56) 
-0.85 (G.08) 
0.03 (0.38) 
0.-16 (5.'18) 
1 .'10 (6.20) 

-<lc-03 ( 13.36) 
2c-OG (7.79) 

-2e- l O (6.87) 
1 c-1 •I (0.00) 

.0·1 

.00 

.00 

.00 

0.5 1 
0.667 

-3.-13 

Ln L11 N11111licr of' 
( 1 Iarrows/,\ re (Rcapers/Area) Plows 

N11111bcr ol' 
Rcapcrs 

a) 

OL.S Ol.S Tobit 

Cocff t-ratio 
-3.'17 (28.31) 
-0.15 (2.26) 
-0. 18 ( 1.60) 
-0.2 1 (2.26) 
0.2H (2.53) 

-0.:lli (3 . 1 O) 
-0.·1:"> (·I.O:I} 
o.<i 1 (•t.n) 
0.·II (2.52) 

-0.03 (0.2G) 
0.·18 (3.3 1) 
0.06 (0.30) 

-0.89 (2. 98) 
-0.88 (6.-IS) 
0. 11 (1.02) 
0. 18 (l.·17) 
0.82 (3.63) 

-5c-O:l ( 1 1 .GH) 
2c-OG (6.1 9) 

-3e- 1 O (5. 1 6) 

1 c-1 4 (0.00) 

.OG 

.00 

.00 

.00 

0.G I 
0 .679 

-4 .04 

GO:.l 

Cocff l-ra tio Cocff l-ratio 
-3 .GG (30.90) -0.56 (0.81) 
-0.IG (3.12) -0.72 (1.38) 
-0.30 (•1.16) -0.·1'1 (0.65) 
-0.07 (0.85) -0.39 (0.5 1) 
-0.I7( 1.ll!'>) 1.50(1.27) 
-0.02 (0. 1 !l} -0. 1 O (O. 1 ·1) 
-0. ·I l (•1.28} 0.20 (0.17) 
0.2 1 (1.5G) -1.97 (2.08) 
o.:rn (2.92) -1.5·1 ( 1.59) 
0. 12 (O. 79) -1.58 ( 1.55) 
0.1 1 (0.90) 2.07(2.6 1) 

-0.23 ( l.97) -1.20 (0.97) 
-0.99 (3.50) -2.63 (2.08) 
-0.·H (3.5•1) -1.77 (O.R2) 
-0.1 1(1.12) 2.71(5.'19) 
-0.05 (0.56) 3.63 (5.15) 

1.33 (5.06) 1.69 (1.34) 
-•lc-0:1 (12 .25) l e-02 (n.7•1) 
2c-OG (7.01) 2c-06 ( 11.33) 

-2e- l O (6.07) -6c- l O (0.00) 

9c- l 5 (0.00) 3e- l ·1 (0.00) 

.00 

.00 

.00 

.00 

0.52 

0.G29 

.,¡_39 

777 

. l 7 

.00 

.00 

.00 

4.79 

3.2•1 
3.79 

1·160 
12'15 

Tobit 

Cocff t-ratio 
-·l.95 (8.6 1) 
-0.-1 9 ( 1.30) 
-1.20 (2.05) 
1.51 (2.73) 
3.97 (5.·15) 
1.00 ( 1.32) 
1.82 (2.13) 
3. 17 (•1.75) 
2.75 (3.60) 
2.22 (2.G·l ) 
2.'12 (3.3 1) 
0.06 (0.06) 

-1.74 ( 1.49) 
-1.72 ( 1.23) 
2.89 (6.0·1) 
0.88 ( 1.38) 
3.88 (3. 18) 

7 c-03 ( 10.59) 
-3c-08 (0.21) 
-2e- l O (0.00) 

9c- l 5 (0.00) 

.10 

.00 

.00 

.00 

3.99 

0.93 
2.25 

1·155 
603 

N11 111bc r ol' 
ll;ilT(l\\"S 

T o l>it 

Coeff t-ratio 
-2.2 1 (7.35) 
-0.27 ( 1.-17) 
-0.8·1 (2.87) 
o.sn (3.12) 
1.11 (2.70) 
l.l !í(:1.2-1) 
0.72 ( 1.-1:1) 
0 .58 ( 1.5 7) 
0.93 (2.SO) 
o..io co.!>-1i 
1.61 (·l.69) 
0.35 ( 1.18} 

-2. 17 (4.27) 
-0.3 7 (0.5·1} 
2.1<1( 10.93) 
0.33 ( 1.05) 
2.4 1 (5.76) 

7 c-O:l (:19.0:I) 
'.!e-07 (5.<i5) 

-2c- l O (0.00) 
1 c-1 ·1 (0.00) 

.01 

.00 

.00 

.00 

1.0 1 
l. \JO 

1•158 
777 

Notes: Sce tcxt. Tenancy elTccts tests for 11o nzcro coefficie n ts 011 Rent, Sharc. Partido effccts tests for 
nonzero cocfficients on Chivilcoy, Pergamino,Junin, Uo lívar, O lavarría, Tandil, Pring les, Tres :\rro}'OS, 
Suárcz, C uami11(, Alsina. Crop cffects tests for nom.ero coefficicnts on \Vheat/Area , Corn/Area, 
A.lfalfa/Area. Tenancy effccts tests fo r no n zero codlicicnts o n Arca, Arca 2, Area3, Arca•I. 
S011rcc: A<lc lman ( 1994) 

37 



Figure 1 
Dis1irb111ion of Log Land Arca by Tcnancy in A<lclman's 1895 Ccnsus Subsamplc 

So11rce: .-\d<.:lman ( 19\),1) 
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Figure 3 
[ntcnsity o f Eq11ipmc111 Use hy Rcgion, Tcnancy, :rncJ Se.de 

;-;onh, l'l11u¡.;hs/kha Cc111cr , l'lou¡.; hs/k h a So111 h , l'lou¡;hs!kha 
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Notes: Size categories o n the horizontal axis in increasing ordcr are 0.-,19, 50-100, 1 O 1-1 50, 15 1- 200, 
201-300, 30 1--'IOO, 40 1-500, 500+ hcctarcs. 
Source: Adclman ( 1994). 
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Map 2 
Pop u lation density, 1869-1914 
Source: Scobic, p. 28. 
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lv1ap 3 
Soils and Drainage on the Pampas 
Sm.l.Kf.: Scobie, p. ". 



Map 4 
lsotherm .S.QuffiQ· S contours 
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Map 5 
lso~rainfall contours 
Sfil.!.~e.: S_íiQ..\!Il.@...Q!illfill, '' · 



Map 6 
Distribution of wheat, corn, cattle and sheep: Buenos Aires 
province, 1881 
Source: Cortés Conde, pp. 
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Map 7 
Distribution of wheat, corn, cattle and sheep: Buenos Aires 
province, 1908 
fulllf.CJl: Cortés Conde, pp. 
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Map 8 
Thc Partidos of Buenos Aires provlnce and Adelman's sample, 
1895 

North Center South 
Baradero Olavarria Suárez 
Pergamino Bolivar Alslna 
Ju nin Tandil Pringles 
Chivilcoy Tres Arroyos Guaminí 



Map 9 
The Railroads of Buenos Aires province, 1867-1920 
Source: Jeffreson . 
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