Controlling Pests and Avoiding Vices

Patterns of Antigypsyism in Romani Immigration to the
Port of Buenos Aires, 1900-1950

Rafael Buhigas Jiménez

INTRODUCTION

At the end of the nineteenth century in Europe, Romani people faced
racism, social control and limited social integration within both urban
and rural contexts. “Gypsies” fell behind in “social progress,” according
to official national discourses that attributed traits of itinerancy and
barbarism to Romani people and that claimed they were incompatible
with modern society.” During the same period, economic, social and
cultural modernization efforts transformed not only the labor market,
but also available modes of transportation and communication.
As European migrations across the Atlantic reached new levels, more
than ten million people arrived in Latin America.* Unsurprisingly, many
Roma came to view transatlantic migration as one possible response to
the complex social conditions they faced. Like other Europeans, they
undertook this journey in search of new opportunities, which they occa-
sionally found in the Americas.

Between 1900 and 1950, numerous Romani families — mostly associ-
ated with Sinti, Manouche and Roma subgroups — immigrated from
Central and Southern Europe. Although many families went to the

" Translated by Mariana Sabino-Salazar.

' Becky Taylor, Another Darkness, Another Dawn: A History of Gypsies, Roma and
Travellers (Reaktion, 2014).

* Blanca Sanchez Alonso, “The Other Europeans: Immigration into Latin America and the
International Labor Market (1870-1930),” Revista de Historia Economica — Journal of
Iberian and Latin American Economic History 25, no. 3 (2007): 395—426, https://doi.org/
10.1017/$02126T10900000185.
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United States in search of new opportunities, many others tried their luck
in Latin America.> They arrived by sea, mainly to ports in Argentina,
Chile, Brazil and Uruguay; they came from Italy, Greece and Spain on
ships that connected the two continents. Their journey was not as simple
as buying tickets, which was already complicated in economic terms; they
also faced immigration policies, port controls and maritime inspections
that regulated access to the receiving countries on the other side of
the Atlantic.

Argentina serves as a prime example of this, as its immigration control
policy had been harshly enforcing exclusion criteria since the middle of
the nineteenth century. In addition, it had become the final destination for
many families who had previously passed through other countries on the
continent. One instance of this involves the case of the Serbian Stankovich
family, who traveled between Europe and Argentina during the second
half of the nineteenth century.* In Chapters 5 and 4 respectively, in this
volume, Louis Takdcs and Adele Sutre analyze the cases of the
Stevanovich and Montes families who traveled to several countries —
including Puerto Rico and Cuba - before settling in Argentina.

I will approach the discrimination of Gitanos in the migratory pro-
cesses between Europe and Argentina from several vectors of analysis.
Late-nineteenth through mid-twentieth-century histories will contextual-
ize the reports produced by the Departamento General de Inmigracion
between 1891 and 1947.% These reports include the prior legislation that
was still enforced as well as statistical and quantitative data on newly
arrived immigrants. The legal texts came from the Immigration and
Colonization Law of 1876, enacted during the government of President
Nicolds Avellaneda to regulate immigration to Argentina. The statistical

3 Important research has also been conducted for North American migration. See Ann
Ostendorf, “Contextualizing American Gypsies: Experiencing Criminality in the
Colonial Chesapeake,” Maryland Historical Magazine 113 (2018): 192—22T.

4 Adele Sutre, Géopolitique des Tsiganes: des facons d’étre au monde entre circulations et
ancrages (Le Cavalier Bleu Editions, 2021).

> Reports and immigration statistics also exist for the years before and after this era. I have
chosen to analyze the documents that reveal the presence of Gitanos, since their identifica-
tion as Gitanos has allowed me to establish a coherent correlation between their experi-
ences and other historical circumstances from this period. These reports are now preserved
in the current historical registry of the Museo de la Inmigracién (Immigration Museum),
the former Hotel de Inmigrantes (Immigrants’ Hotel) located in the compound of the
Oficina Nacional de Migraciones (National Office of Migration) in Buenos Aires. These
reports were issued by the Direccion General de Inmigracién (General Directorate of
Immigration), part of the Ministry of Agriculture, likely due to the need to populate the
countryside with immigrants.
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data details place of origin, sex, age, profession, ethnic affiliation, health
status, disability, religion and political affiliation. Although scholars have
increasingly carried out research on passengers identified as Gitanos
among the maritime immigrants to Argentina, a deeper analysis is neces-
sary to understand how the conceptualization of Gitanos as undesirable
immigrants intersected with Argentina's immigration policy to produce
the denial of their entry.®

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, moralistic, eugenic and
hygienist discourses spread across the Atlantic and decisively influenced
patterns of antigypsyism. Throughout Latin America, not just in
Argentina, authorities concerned about the racial characteristics of their
nation applied these discourses in particular ways to immigrants.
Authorities considered new immigrants in the context of official oppos-
ition to miscegenation, their concerns about the presence of Indigenous
peoples (whom they considered inferior) and the consolidation of
national projects founded on notions of social progress.” This chapter
will focus on these issues as a necessary prologue to an analysis of the
Argentine rejection of Gitano immigrants, based on the latter’s prelimin-
ary identification as an undesirable population in the contemporary
Immigration process.

This chapter is organized into several sections. In the first, I will briefly
review the literature related to the transatlantic immigration of European
Gitanos to Latin America. The second section, which deals with Gitano
immigration to Argentina, is divided into two parts. First, the evolution of
Argentina’s migratory policies will be placed within transatlantic and
nationalist frameworks to reveal Argentine attitudes toward race and
integration. I will then address the rejection of Gitanos based on the
criteria established in the immigration reports. Analysis of these reports
will result in an assessment of Gitanos who were refused entry between
1900 and 1950. Finally, the conclusion will summarize the key findings

¢ Esteban Acufa Cabanzo, “Tracing the Romani Atlantic: An Ethnography of Translocal
Interconnections and Mobilities Among Romani Groups” (PhD diss., University of
Freiburg, 2019) and David Lagunas, “Mobility Regimes and the Principle of Movement:
The Case of American Gitanos in Argentina,” Anthropological Notebooks 30, no.1
(2024): 27—46, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9619-01 49.

7 Andrés H. Reggiani, “Eugenesia, panamericanismo e inmigraciéon en los afios de entre-
guerras,” in Inmigracién y racismo: Contribuciones a la historia de los extranjeros en
Meéxico, ed. Pablo Yankelevich (El Colegio de México, 2015), 59-88. See also Gerardo G.
Sénchez Ruiz, “Ciudades latinoamericanas entre mediados del siglo XIX y principios del
XX: del Higienismo al urbanismo,” Arquitectura y Urbanismo 2 (2020): 31—45.
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and identify possible roadmaps for future studies. This chapter will show
that the classification criteria for accepting or denying immigrants into
Argentina influenced Romani immigration on the basis of their ethnic
condition, thus reinforcing antigypsyism on both sides of the Atlantic
Ocean. I argue that, as a consequence, studies of Romani immigrants
should be centered around the logics of their identification.

FEAR AND REJECTION OF THE UNDESIRABLE

Histories of migration and mobility have been approached from many
different perspectives. However, the recognition of Romani subalternity
requires these histories to respond to their pending debts. Paradoxically,
although “Gypsies” have been studied through the clichéd lens of nomad-
ism, historians have seldom concerned themselves with addressing
Romani migration, one of the most significant expressions of mobility
among human groups in general. Although some scholarship has been
published in this regard within the last decade, there is still a lack of
research in relation to migration flows — specifically to Latin America —
prior to the second half of the twentieth century. For example, Eszter
Varsa shares an illustrative reflection made by Martin Fotta, who “argued
for the inclusion of the Atlantic space in talking about Romani migration.
Not only because Roma were present in Central America before they had
reached certain parts of Europe but because this location would enable a
comparative perspective on Roma in relation to other racialized groups.”®
Fotta has pointed out that the marginalization and social rejection of
Romani people in the Americas were not a simple transposition of
European experiences. Rather, they were part of a process of interaction
that can help us better understand antigypsyism as a transnational phe-
nomenon. The case of Argentina in particular was studied in a similar
sense more than a decade ago by Polish historian Aleksandra Pudliszak,
on whose research my own work builds.” Yet Argentina is not an

8 Eszter Varsa, “Trajectories of Romani Migrations and Mobilities in Europe and Beyond
(194 5-present),” Czech Journal of Contemporary History 8, no. 8 (2020): 153—57.

° Aleksandra Pudliszak developed several papers based on her research: “Gypsyness at
Stake: Identity Politics in Buenos Aires,” Tsiganologische Mitteilungen: Sonderausgabe
(Netzwerken III, Leipzig, April 23—25, 2010): 2-10; “Argentina y Pueblos sin Historia:
Gypsies in White Latin America, 1880-1930,” (unpublished manuscript, 2011); “The
Dangerous Strangers: Gypsies, Pimps, and Anarchists in the Formation of Modern
Argentina,” (presentation, Royal Anthropological Institute conference: “Anthropology
in the World,” London, June 8-t10, 2012); “Gitanos por Estigma. The Construction of
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exception; it is one of many examples of the transatlantic nature of
Romani migrations.'® Therefore, in presenting this case, this chapter
widens the scope of Romani studies by expanding its transatlantic per-
spective. In so doing it raises new questions and considerations about
transatlantic Romani experiences."*

It is worth noting the importance of antigypsyism in relation to
Romani migrations from the end of the nineteenth century. Fear, rejection
and the marginalization of Romani people have underpinned much of the
discrimination against them. Because Roma have been associated with
heresy, immorality, crime and delinquency in all its forms, they have
become scapegoats of the state and individual citizens. Discrimination
against Roma is a transversal phenomenon: frequently, those who share
social problems and challenges with Romani people discriminate against
them more harshly.'*

For the above reasons, an analysis of the immigration reports produced
by the Argentine government between 1891 and 1947 requires a novel
approach to archival sources. Romani anthropologists Ivin Peridfiez-
Bolafio and Cayetano Ferndndez have analyzed the negative social pos-
ition of Gitanos in relation to colonial narratives that connected the

Undesirable Immigrants in Argentina in the First Decades of the Twentieth Century,”
(unpublished manuscript, 2012); “The Undesirable ‘Gypsies’ as a Social Problem in
Argentina in the First Decades of the Twentieth Century,” (2012); “Studying Gypsy
History in Argentina: The Necessity of Anthropological Approach,” (unpublished manu-
script, 2012).

For example, Rafael Buhigas Jiménez, “La Inmigracién Gitana ‘Oficial’ a la Argentina a
través del Caso de Migrantes Rom por Via Maritima entre 1911 y 1947,” International
Journal of Roma Studies 3 (2021): 216—42, https://doi.org/To0.17583/ijrs.9220. For a case
from the second half of the twentieth century from an anthropological perspective, see
David Lagunas, “Gitanos en Buenos Aires: migracion e identidad cultural,” Antropologia
Americana 8 (2023): 185—208, https://doi.org/10.35424/anam.v8ir5.3392. For cases
beyond Argentina, see Neyra Alvarado Solis, “Geografias transatlanticas de ‘gitanos’
de México,” Revista De El Colegio De San Luis 12 (2022): 1-25, https://doi.org/to
21696/rcslT223202214371; Brigitte Grossmann Cairus, “Ser Gitano y Brasilefio:
migracion, interculturalidad y ciudadania en el sureste de Brasil, 1936-2007,” Textos
& Contextos 9 (2010): 163—69; and Carlos Pardo-Figueroa, “Los gitanos en el Pera y el
proyecto de control migratorio de 1952,” Bira 27 (2000): 309-55, https:/doi.org/to
.18800/9789972428999.010.

This need has recently been highlighted in Mariana Sabino-Salazar and Martin Fotta,
“Estudos romanis (ciganos) na América Latina e no Caribe: temas emergentes e estado do
campo na Argentina, Colémbia e México,” Civitas: Revista De Ciéncias Sociais 23
(2023), 1-13, https://doi.org/10.15448/1984-7289.2023.1.43062.

Hristo Kyuchukov, New Faces of Anti-Gypsyism in Modern Europe (NGO Slovo 21,
2012).

H
Y
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Romani population to barbarism, anti-progress and disorder.”> These
narratives have influenced issues ranging from the social control of
Gitanos to the limits placed on academic research studying these commu-
nities in their own historical contexts. In this respect, I will depart from
the construction of the concept of “Gitano” as a sociological category
imagined in response to a need to control undesirables. A consideration of
the fears of the Argentine government and the attitudes authorities
adopted during immigration processes reveals an established a priori
mechanism to deal with Gitanos who faced prohibition only by being
identified as such. These immigration reports filtered the colonial experi-
ence of Argentina’s new nation-building project, which discriminated
among immigrants and thus affected Gitanos. Doing so should help us
develop a counternarrative through the historical reconstruction of who
the Gitanos were, by going beyond a straightforward reading of the
documentation created by the same power structures that classified them,
rejected them and consequently contributed to the propagation of anti-
gypsy stigmas and social panics. At the same time, adopting a bottom-up
social history approach to immigration processes can help us understand
how the receiving countries constituted themselves as part of these
processes. It also provides us with a new perspective through which to
observe the people who undertook the adventure of crossing the Atlantic
in search of a better life.

PROTECT THE NATION, CONTROL IMMIGRATION

Argentina promoted immigration throughout the second half of the nine-
teenth century, intending to combat depopulation in the interior and
attract workers who could boost the labor market.'* At the same time,

'3 Ivan Peridfiez-Bolafio, “Huellas del Trauma Colonial Romani-Gitano en Espafia
(1499-1978): Narrativas de Recuperaciéon y Reparacion de un Pueblo con Historia(-s),”
Open Library of Humanities 7 (2021): 1-19, https://doi.org/10.16995/0lh.619; Cayetano
Ferniandez, “The Roma Collective Memory and the Epistemological Limits of Western
Historiography,” in The Pluriverse of the Human: Struggles for Dignity and Human Rights,
ed. Boaventura de Sousa Santos and Bruno Sena Martins (Routledge, 2021), 205-15.

4 Victoria Pedrotta, Sol Lanteri and Laura Duguine, “In Search of the Promised Land:
Modelos de colonizacién estatal en la frontera sur bonaerense durante el siglo XIX,”
Nuevo Mundo, Mundos Nuevos, 2012: 1-27, https://doi.org/10.4000/nuevomundo
.64168; Nicolds Arceo, Ana L. Fernandez and Mariana L. Gonzalez, “El mercado de
trabajo en el modelo agroexportador en Argentina: el papel de la inmigracién,” Latin
America in Economic History 26, no. 3 (2019): 1—22, https://doi.org/to.18232/alhe.952.
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the country’s immigration policies aimed to nationalize these immigrants
and place them at the service of a nation hoping to establish itself as a
world power."S The elites promoting this project, however, did not
believe this objective should be fulfilled at all costs; authorities took
parallel measures to control immigration that were largely influenced by
race science and eugenics. Eugenic discourses in Europe gained strength
throughout the nineteenth century in the face of the postulates of Social
Darwinism. Broadly speaking, this ideology contributed to the belief that
society was made up of fit and unfit individuals."® Ideas related to eugen-
ics were rooted in Spain, which ruled Argentina until the beginning of
the nineteenth century and whose cultural impact continued throughout
the century.”” And the Romani population, which represented the most
prominent ethnic minority in the Iberian Peninsula, inevitably had to face
the results of eugenicist assumptions.*®

The formative period of eugenic thought began at the end of the
nineteenth century and peaked during the interwar period. Beyond the
Spanish colonial influence, the Catholic Church also impacted the evolu-
tionist and biological approach on both sides of the Atlantic.”™ As
Eduardo Lautaro Galak points out, two issues must be taken into consid-
eration in the Argentine case. On the one hand, a certain equivalence was
established between eugenics and race, thus promoting discourse on racial
progress. On the other hand, as opposed to Nazi eugenics that focused

5 Lilia Ana Bertoni, Patriotas, cosmopolitas y nacionalistas: la construccion de la naciona-
lidad argentina a fines del siglo XIX (Edhasa, 2020).

¢ Alison Bashford and Philippa Levine, The Oxford Handbook of the History of Eugenics

(Oxford University Press, 2010).

Mary Nash, “Social Eugenics and Nationalist Race Hygiene in Early Twentieth Century

Spain,” History of European Ideas, 15, no. 4/6 (1992): 741—48, https://doi.org/to.1016/

0191-6599(92)90086-R.

Although some studies have been published in the last few years, they focus more on the

Franco dictatorship (1939—75) and less on the nineteenth century or the first third of the

twentieth century. For the Francoist case, see Carolina Garcia Sanz, “Presuntos culpables:

un estudio de casos sobre el estigma racial del ‘gitano’ en juzgados franquistas de vagos y

maleantes,” Historia Social, 93 (2019): 145-66. For one of the very few nineteenth-

century studies, see David Bernd Serna, “Somatografias gitanas: Los gitanos y la
biopolitica,” in Actas del Congreso Internacional “América Latina: La autonomia de
una region,” ed. Heriberto Cairo Carou, Almudena Cabezas Gonzélez, Tomas Mallo

Gutiérrez, Esther del Campo Garcia and José Carpio Martin (Trama editorial, 2012),

846-50.

9 Alvaro Girén and Marisa Miranda, “Dirigir el azar. Iglesia catélica, evolucionismo y
eugenesia en Argentina,” in “Yammerschuner”: Darwin y la darwinizacion en Europa y
América Latina, ed. Miguel Angel Puig-Samper, Francisco Orrego, Rosaura Ruiz and
Alfredo Uribe (Doce Calles, 2014), 325-42.
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on violently eradicating the procreative abilities of those deemed inferior,
Argentine eugenics promoted the procreation and perpetuation of a
healthy and desirable society whose members embodied recommended
aptitudes, such as avoiding delinquency and vagrancy. Such plans were
inspired by the proto-criminology of Cesare Lombroso. Nevertheless, in
certain cases, especially later in the twentieth century, this did not prevent
Argentine eugenics from becoming more closely related to the Nazi
model, as seen with the sterilization of prisoners.*® In any case, the
backdrop is that there was a project to create a white Argentina. This
project was not hidden at any time, but on the contrary, it was decisively
undertaken with the aim of wiping out the Black and Indigenous popula-
tions.*" It also influenced migratory controls of the late nineteenth cen-
tury. It pushed the authorities to classify and prevent the entry into
Argentina of those deemed socially undesirable, which thus preemptively
managed the progress of the white race and the Argentine nation. Such
management considered factors such as one’s medical condition, type of
work performed or ethnicity, as we will see below. This can be observed
especially in maritime immigration, since ports were the first places where
immigrants were screened and assessed regarding their ability to appro-
priately enrich the nation and thus gain entry to the country.

As Sergio Caggiano argues, all immigrants who arrived in the mid
nineteenth century were affected by the “white Argentina” project, where
“racism hidden in plain sight” prevailed.** As Caggiano explains, the
modern Argentine nation-state suppressed race as a criterion of social
classification, precisely to homogenize the culture and establish the narra-
tive of “white Argentina.” What was hidden was the desire to disintegrate
and eliminate the cultures, customs and languages of immigrants, as well
as of Indigenous and Black people already in the country.*? Despite the

*° Eduardo Lautaro Galak, “Educacion del cuerpo y politica: concepciones de raza, higie-

nismo y eugenesia en la Educaciéon Fisica Argentina,” Movimiento 20, no. 4 (2014):
1543-62, https://doi.org/10.22456/1982-8918.46138.

For the Argentine as well as general Latin American case, see Marisa Miranda and
Gustavo Vallejo, Darwinismo social y eugenesia en el mundo latino (Siglo XXI, 2005).
Sergio Caggiano, “Argentina and a Racism Hidden in Plain Sight,” in Oxford Research
Encyclopedia of Communication (Oxford University Press, 2023), https:/doi.org/to
.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.1298.

This is explained, for example, in Ingrid de Jong, “Entre indios e inmigrantes.
El pensamiento nacionalista y los precursores del folklore en la antropologia argentina
del cambio de siglo (XIX-XX),” Revista de Indias 65, n0. 234 (2005): 405—26, https://doi
.org/10.3989/revindias.2005.1234.541
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intention of avoiding racial categorization, these processes of segregation,
“invisibilization” and even “barbarization” led to the marginalization
and misery of Indigenous and Black people.** Whites even used violence
to manage these “Others,” as seen with the massacre of gauchos and
Indigenous people by the politician and military man Domingo Faustino
Sarmiento in the 1860s. This was later repeated by former President
General Julio A. Roca, who led campaigns of conquest toward the inter-
ior of the country to extend economic and political power over places
where Indigenous resistance prevailed.*’

Gitano immigrants arrived in the second half of the nineteenth century
to an Argentina shaped by these conditions. Not only did they encounter
immigration policies structured to facilitate the entry of desirable immi-
grants, but they faced a differential treatment based on other “races” that
already populated the national territory. Immigration control was also
influenced by hygienist precepts that sought to protect the nation. The
authorities in charge of migratory control worked to avoid the spread of
diseases — such as the highly contagious cholera and typhus — as well as
vices — such as vagrancy or public disorder. This effort affected Gitanos,
who were still portrayed as vagrants and delinquents as well as bearers of
diseases they spread through their supposedly incorrigible nomadism.*®
In this context, immigration authorities treated Gitanos with greater
suspicion by associating them with such diseases, even though there was
no mention, as we shall see, of sick people among Gitano families who
arrived in Argentina.*” In this regard, Romani migrations instilled fear

** Anny Ocor6 Loango, “Los negros y negras en la Argentina: entre la barbarie, la

exotizacion, la invisibilizacion y el racismo de Estado,” La manzana de la discordia s,
no. 2 (2010): 45-63, https://doi.org/ro.25100/Imd.vsiz.1518.

Gaston Gordillo, “Aqui viene el maldn. Las geografias afectivas del racismo argentino,”
Cuadernos de Antropologia Social 52 (2020): 7-35, https://doi.org/10.34096/cas.i52
.8899.

Santiago de Miguel Salanova, Josu Hernando Pérez and Rafael Buhigas Jiménez, “La
estigmatizacion de las comunidades gitanas en la pandemia de gripe espafiola. Un estudio
de caso a través de la provincia de Bizkaia en 1918,” Asclepio 75, no. 1 (2023): 1-14,
https://doi.org/10.3989/asclepio.2023.14.

2

>

26

Ana M. Kepelusz-Poppi, “José Penna y Salvador Mazza en tiempos del colera: salud,
inmigracién y legitimidad politica en la Argentina de 1910,” Temas de Historia argentina
y Americana 19 (2011): 117-55. This concern was also common elsewhere. See Howard
Markel and Alexandra M. Stern, “Which Face? Whose Nation? Immigration, Public
Health, and the Construction of Disease at America’s Ports and Borders, 1891-1928,”
American Behavioral Scientist 42, no. 9 (1999): 1314-31, https:/doi.org/to.1177/
0002764992195492T.
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and reinforced the negative image of “Gypsies” as dangerous people
doing evil throughout the Atlantic world.*® In Argentina specifically, the
government’s preemptive measures, including port control and the direct
identification of Gitanos, prevented their entry with the aim of avoiding
those situations that other countries feared, or which the government
itself portrayed as threatening.

In the case of Argentina, two phases can be identified in relation to
Gitano immigration. In the first phase, Gitanos were not identified as a
distinct group; in the second, after 1911 they began to be identified as
such. Why the shift in identification, and why were they not identified
before? The reasons probably lie in the resurgence of hygienism, as well
as nationalist and eugenicist circumstances. During the first phase, under
the presidency of Nicolds Avellaneda between 1874 and 1880, the
Immigration and Colonization Law of 1876 was enacted. This law, which
established regulations regarding immigration and the distribution of
immigrants within the nation, proposed favoring immigration to attract
labor, especially farmers, but not at all costs. The law forbade ships from
transporting the diseased, beggars, criminals, convicts and workers over
sixty years old.*® According to Article 32 of this law, all those deemed
unfit would be deported immediately upon arrival and returned to their
ports of origin.?® The fundamentals of the 1876 law prevailed in the
following decades, when the country’s industrialization and economic
development demanded more workers. At the same time, managing the
arrival of immigrants fleeing conflicts, wars and famine in Europe
remained imperative. In other words, hygienism and the desire to
strengthen the nation under specific precepts contributed to tightening
Argentina’s already restrictive immigration requirements.

28 For example, see Tara Zahra, ““Condemned to Rootlessness and Unable to Budge’:
Roma, Migration Panics, and Internment in the Habsburg Empire,” American
Historical Review 122, no. 3 (2017): 702-26, https://doi.org/to.1093/ahr/122.5.702;
Dalen Wakeley-Smith, “They Came Like Gypsies in the Night: Immigration Regimes,
Race, and Romani Representations in New York City, 1890-1960” (PhD diss.,
University of Michigan, 2022).

* Susana Novick, “Migracién y politicas en Argentina: tres leyes para un pais extenso
(1876-2004),” in Las migraciones en América Latina. Politicas, culturas y estrategias, ed.
Susana Novick, Carolina Stefoni Espinoza and Alfonso Hinojosa Gordonava
(CLACSO - Catalogos, 2008), 131-51. In countries such as Italy and Austria, immigra-
tion agents were established to promote migration to and settlement in Argentina.

3¢ Alejandro Fernandez, “La ley argentina de inmigracién de 1876 y su contexto histérico,”
Almanack 17 (2017): 51-83, https://doi.org/10.1590/2236-463320171705.
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The first report made after the 1876 law that helps frame Gitano
experiences, the Report of the General Department of Immigration of
1891, expresses how immigration should serve to improve the demo-
graphic conditions of the interior. For this reason, it assigns the largest
contingent of workers to these areas.?” Fifteen years after the publication
of the Immigration and Colonization Law of 1876, the goal remained the
same: to promote the growth and improvement of the Argentine nation.
Although nothing is said explicitly about Gitanos in this report, nor about
discrimination criteria, it does call attention to the need to prevent
Europeans with no motivation for work from settling in Buenos Aires,
as doing so could generate pockets of poverty among immigrants: “The
European villager who stops in the capitals, becomes a consumer, a
hoarder, sometimes a businessman skilled in making money, with as
much business as he can, and sometimes a victim of poverty.”?* The
reports that followed, made between 1892 and 1910, provided nothing
more than statistical data, although they did emphasize the need to
control the arrival of sick people. However, the 1909 Report of the
Direccion de Migracion mentions that “1,168 permits were granted to
enter the country to people whose condition was: sexagenarians, infirm,
crippled, deaf and dumb, mute, visually impaired, blind, paralyzed and
retarded.”?? As stated in the report, they had been allowed to enter
despite the fact that “at first sight they were considered a public
charge.”3* Though unfit for work, they had working families to take care
of them and, most importantly, their medical condition could not lead to
contagion. In these cases, no eugenic discourse on migration issues
appeared.?’ Thus, until 1910, Gitanos had perhaps been able to travel
without any issues, since no racial criterion obliged their identification.
The data collected in Table 6.1 reveal Argentine authorities’ prime con-
cern with contagious disease and disability as criteria for immigrant
rejection in these years.

3! Historical Register of the Immigration Museum (RHMI). Memoria del Departamento

General de Inmigraciones, 1891. Records of immigration control exist from between

1876 and 1890; however, they are more accessible after 1891.

RHMI. Memoria del Departamento General de Inmigraciones, 1891. All translations

from Spanish to English are mine.

33 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccion de Inmigracion, 1909.

34 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccién de Inmigracion, 1909.

35 Maria Silvia Di Liscia and Emma Gioia, “La investigacion sobre el tracoma y las redes
internacionales en Argentina (finales del siglo XIX hasta la década de 1930),” Anuario de
la Facultad de Ciencias Humanas 13 (2016): 17-32, http://dx.doi.org/10.19137/an1302.

32
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TABLE 6.1 Data on rejected and returned passengers from the Direccion
General de Migraciones in different years (RHMI). It was not until the
following decade that reports identified Gitanos as undesirable immigrants

Causes 1908 1909 1910
Trachomatous 7 11 21
Tuberculous 9 6 8
Insane 14 10 6
Syphilitics - 1
Invalids 3 2 1
Blind 3 2 1
Sexagenarians 10 7 11
Total 46 38 49

GITANOS AS A PARADIGM OF UNDESIRABLE IMMIGRATION

May 1910 marked the 1ooth anniversary of the May Revolution, an
important phase of Argentine independence. The centennial celebrations,
combined with worker discontent, provoked Argentine elites to demon-
strate national legitimacy, especially to European audiences, by empha-
sizing the nation’s whiteness. Although racism had been common in
Argentina throughout the nineteenth century, especially toward
Indigenous, Black and Afro-descendant people, a new phase of racist
reasoning emerged in the 19t10s. Previously, white Argentine elites mar-
ginalized Black laborers and even wanted them to disappear.>® This was
similar to the experiences of the Mapuches and Tehuelches, who had
experienced racism as part of Spanish colonial domination and remained
impacted by daily interethnic relations with the new settlers.?” The project

3¢ Anny Ocoré Loango, “Los negros y negras en la Argentina: entre la barbarie, la
exotizacion, la invisibilizacién y el racismo de Estado,” La manzana de la discordia s,
no. 2 (2010): 45-63, https://doi.org/to.25100/Imd.v5i2.1518; Gisele Paola
Kleidermacher, “Africanos y afrodescendientes en la Argentina: invisibilizacion,
discriminacién y racismo,” Revue Interdisciplinaire de Travaux sur les Ameriques 5
(2012): 59—72; Erika Denise Edwards, “The Making of a White Nation: The
Disappearance of the Black Population in Argentina,” History Compass 16, no. 7
(2018), https://doi.org/to.x111/hic3.12456; Erika Denise Edwards, Hiding in Plain
Sight: Black Women, the Law, and the Making of a White Argentine Republic
(University Alabama Press, 2020).

37 Paulina Alberto and Eduardo Elena, Rethinking Race in Modern Argentina (Cambridge
University Press, 2016). For a specific case study, see Silvia Buscaglia, “Memorias de la
negacion y el estigma: The Historicization of Interethnic Relations at Fort San José
(Patagonia, 18th-19th Centuries),” Revista de Arqueologia Histérica Argentina y
Latinoamericana 9, no. 1 (2015): 5-36.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 15 Nov 2026 at 13:12:16, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009706032.009


https://doi.org/10.25100/lmd.v5i2.1518
https://doi.org/10.25100/lmd.v5i2.1518
https://doi.org/10.25100/lmd.v5i2.1518
https://doi.org/10.25100/lmd.v5i2.1518
https://doi.org/10.25100/lmd.v5i2.1518
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12456
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12456
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12456
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12456
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009706032.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Controlling Pests and Avoiding Vices 169

of whitening the nation and extinguishing Black and Indigenous people
did not stop in this later period. Estanislao Zeballos, Minister of Justice
and Public Instruction in 1908, stated while visiting Harvard University
that it was “worth remembering the favorable situation that in Argentina
the inferior races, Indians and Blacks, had been almost extinguished
during the first century of independence.”?® Shortly afterwards, in
1913, Joaquin Victor Gonzélez, Zeballos’ successor and later a senator,
pointed out “that the country [had] long ago eliminated the degenerative
and unadaptable components, such as the Indigenous and the Black ...
owing to the European race, pure by origin and pure by selection.”?®
In other words, explicit racist and eugenic discourse was evident in
Argentina on the eve of World War L.

In 1911, two years after the report discussed in the previous section,
the Gitano population was first identified in immigration records. The
data appeared in the Memoria de la Direccion General de Inmigracion
de 1913, which gathered statistical information on immigrants arriving in
Buenos Aires during the previous two years. When Argentine port author-
ities first identified Gitanos, those coming mainly from Eastern Europe
were mentioned.*® The evidence is not sufficient to conclude whether
Gitanos identified themselves as such to authorities, or rather, if author-
ities judged individuals as Gitanos based on preconceived assumptions.
Considering the previously described processes and discourse, few would
have welcomed Gitanos to Argentina at the time. White elites considered
them “underdeveloped” and racially inferior, similarly to Blacks and
Indigenous people, two groups they bragged about eliminating.

In these two years, médicos de inmigracion (immigration doctors)
inspected the sick and identified Gitanos on board the ships. They
included this information in the maritime inspection reports compiled at
the port before passengers disembarked.*' This was aimed at preventing
suspect individuals from crossing the port borders. They remained on the
dock waiting to be returned, as is shown in Figure 6.1, a photograph
taken in the port of Buenos Aires. The 1913 report claimed that “the

3% Quoted in Carlos M. Tur Donatti, “La argentina blanca y europeizada. La agonia de un
mito oligdrquico,” in América Latina: las caras de la diversidad (UNAM, 2006), 49-61.
Taken from Ricardo Rodriguez Molas, Historia social del gaucho (Centro Editor de
América Latina, 1982), 240.

39 Rodriguez, Historia social, 240. 4° Buhigas, “La Inmigracién Gitana.”

4! Buhigas, “La Inmigracién Gitana.” In this article, the maritime inspection reports from
different years are analyzed and the profiles of Gitano passengers are reconstructed.
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FIGURE 6.1 Romani women with their children in the port of Buenos Aires,
October 1907. Archivo General de la Nacion (AGN). Catalogue number
146218A.

intervention of the employees of the Oficina de Desembarco (Bureau of
Landing) was decisive” in preventing undesirable passengers from cross-
ing the border.**

Against the backdrop of racism toward Indigenous peoples and people of
African descent, only Western Europeans were considered to be desirable
immigrants, not Africans, Asians or even Eastern Europeans.*? In addition
to ethnicity and geographical origin shaping Gitano immigrants’ acceptabil-
ity for entrance into Argentina, so did prejudices about their assumed
delinquency and vagrancy. The latter became criteria that allowed discrim-
ination at arrival. This prejudiced perception of Gitanos influenced, for
example, the Memoria de la Direccion General de Inmigracion correspon-
diente a los aiios 1914-1915 (Report of the General Directorate of
Immigration for the years 1914-1915), which stated the following;:

The President of the Argentine Nation establishes that they will be
considered as:

(a) Physically defective and therefore unfit for work: the blind, the
deaf-mute, the paralytic, and those without functioning limbs (both

4* RHMI. Memoria de la Direccién General de Inmigracion, 1913.
43 These ideas, which prevailed after the 1930s, are gathered in Carolina Biernat, ;Buenos o
utiles? La politica inmigratoria durante el peronismo (Biblos, 2007).
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arms, the right arm, both legs) or other vice or defect that dimin-
ishes their ability to work.

(b) Insane: idiots, imbeciles, epileptics and those affected by any form
of mental disorder.

(c) Beggars: those who had practiced begging in the country of origin,
single women with children under ten years of age, Gitanos and
other individuals likely to be in the care of public charity.*#

Those who fell into any of these categories were to be “included in the
provisions of article 32 and therefore returned to their port of origin, and
the captain subject to the payment of the fines established in article 3 5 of
the law.”#> In other words, even Gitanos without disabilities or noncon-
tagious diseases were not allowed to enter. In addition, the fines imposed
on boat captains were intended as a deterrent. Forcing increased inspec-
tion of vessels could better help to identify such travelers and prevent
them from even boarding ships destined for Argentine ports. However,
the most interesting thing to note is that the Roma were seen as beggars,
with a tendency to live on public charity. Therefore, the Argentine state
intended to protect Argentine citizens from accepting this public charge.*¢
In relation to this, Article 32 of the Immigration and Colonization Law of
1876 should be taken into particular account. Although this article only
discussed beggars and did not specify Gitanos within this category, it is
logical to think that it also affected them. For centuries, Gitanos had been
associated with begging and delinquency, but the idea of Gitanos as a
specific type of more dangerous beggar was increasingly gaining popular-
ity at the end of the nineteenth century. They were considered a genuine
underclass of unworthy poor who were susceptible of becoming a public
burden.

Sanitary prophylaxis in migratory controls also affected Gitanos, who
were seen as dirty, lacking in good hygiene habits and able to spread
contagion due to their itinerancy.*” In this sense, the typhus and cholera

44 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccién General de Inmigracion, 1914-191 5, emphasis mine.

45 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccion General de Inmigracion, 1914-1915.

46 See Louis Takac, Chapter 5, and Dalen Wakeley-Smith and Michael Ciuraru, Chapter 8
in this volume for more on concerns about Roma as a public burden.

47 Both the view of “Gypsies” as a more dangerous type of beggar and the relationship
between hygienism and cross-border mobility are analyzed in Carolina Garcia Sanz,
“Disciplinando al gitano’ en el siglo XX: regulacién y parapenalidad en Espafia desde
una perspectiva europea,” Historia y Politica 40 (2018): 115-46, https://doi.org/10
.18042/hp.40.05. See also a recent study on the relationship between diseases, stereotypes
and control of Gitanos, by Santiago de Miguel-Salanova, Josu Hernando-Pérez and
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epidemics in Argentina probably had a negative influence on the public
perception of Gitanos, who already carried these associations with
them.*® The promulgation of the Law of Social Defense of 1910 could
not have had positive results for the Roma either. The legislative appar-
atus for this law, which was intended to reinforce the objective of achiev-
ing a “white Argentina,” was intensified, in part, because the Roma
phenotype did not generally coincide with that marked by whiteness.
Fear and rejection of the Other resulted in punishments and prohibitions
directed toward undesirable would-be immigrants.*® As a consequence,
numerous Gitano families were identified on ships between 1911 and
1915. They arrived in Buenos Aires and, once inspected, were sent back
to their ports of origin in Europe. The Memoria de la Direccion General
de Inmigracién correspondiente a los arios 1914-1915 (Report of the
General Directorate of Immigration of the years 1914-1915) includes
some statistics in this regard as detailed in Table 6.2.

These reports do not specify on what basis these persons were identi-
fied as Gitanos. They are documented as such in maritime inspection
reports issued by ship captains, but whether or not they self-identified as
Gitanos is unknown. My own research reveals that the records from those
years only mention Romani passengers aboard the ships Re-Umberto,
Silvia, Formosa, Parana, Cap. Arcona and Ravenna, and who were
subsequently returned to their ports of departure in Italy, Spain or
France. However, it is likely that other ships also transported Gitanos,
but their records never survived in the archive. It is also noteworthy that
the countries of origin of the known Gitano passengers — typically
Austria, Serbia and Bulgaria - differed from the ports or countries from
which they departed.

Rafael Buhigas-Jiménez, “La estigmatizacion de las comunidades gitanas en la pandemia

de gripe espafiola. Un estudio de caso a través de la provincia de Bizkaia en 1918,”

Asclepio 75,n0. 1 (2023): e14, https://doi.org/10.3989/asclepio.2023.14. See also Martin

Fotta, “Romanies within the Interlocking Matrix of Racialization: How Ciganos in Brazil

became Accused of Introducing an Infectious Disease,” Romani Studies 34, no.1 (2024):

39-65, https://doi.org/10.3828/rost.2024.3.

Ana Maria Kepelusz-Poppi, “José Penna y Salvador Mazza en tiempos del célera: salud,

inmigracién y legitimidad politica en la Argentina de 1910,” Temas de bistoria argentina

y americana 19 (2011): T17-55.

49 Gabriela Costanzo refers to this as it seeming as though Cesare Lombroso was an
Argentine legislator. Gabriela Costanzo, “Lo inadmisible hecho historia: la Ley de
Residencia de 1902 y la Ley de Defensa Social de 1910,” Revista Sociedad 26 (2007):
I-13.

48
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TABLE 6.2 Data on rejected and returned passengers in the 1914—15 report
from the Direccion General de Migraciones (RHMI)

Causes 1911 1912 1913 1914
January- June—
May December
Trachomatous 26 63 175 180 39
Tuberculous 2 3 7 6 1
Demented 7 5 10 15 8
Cancerous - - 3 - -
Palmar and plantar - 2 - - -
ichthyosis
Typhoid - 2 - - -
Syphilitics - - - - -
Invalids 3 10 2 7 5
Blind - 1 3 3 -
Deaf-mute - - - 4 -
Sexagenarians 21 12 54 133 70
Undocumented - - 18 155 44
Destitute families - - 1 3 3
Thieves - - 1 - -
Bad record 7 7 1 4 -
Ruffians 1 1 26 3 5
Gitanos 105 44 34 - 20
Lepers - - - - 1
Total 172 150 335 513 196

Furthermore, there were Gitano families that obtained other national-
ities during the immigration process, such as French and even Mexican.>°
As shown in Table 6.2, about two hundred Gitanos were identified and
returned to their countries of origin between 1911 and 1914. This consti-
tutes a very small percentage of the hundreds of thousands of people
arriving each year at the port of Buenos Aires. Although it is impossible to
quantify how many Gitanos arrived in Buenos Aires, those who were
identified as such were rejected.

In the following years, the legislation did not change, but the nature of
reporting did. According to reports from the years 1923, 1924 and 1937,
Gitanos no longer constituted a category as they had for the 1911-15 period.
Perhaps this change was connected to the anti-Jewish and anti-labor

5° For specific analysis of the ships that transported Gitanos between 1911 and 1915, see
Buhigas, “La Inmigracion Gitana.”
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TABLE 6.3 Rejected and returned passengers from the Direccion General de
Migraciones in 1923, 1924 and 1937 (RHMI)

Reasons for rejection Number of rejections

1923 1924 1937
Mental alienation - - 1
Undesirable persons - - 4
By order of the federal court - - 5
Persons under prosecution - - 8
Persons with tuberculosis - - 1
Crew deserters 322 468 145
Persons with trachoma 120 110 48
Blind persons 2 3 -
Deaf-mutes 2 4 -
Sexagenarians 37 12 -
Unaccompanied minors 59 73 -
Persons with a criminal record 74 43 -
Illegal entrants 322 318 54
Persons with contagious diseases 197 56 -
Persons with inadequate documentation 475 212 -
Women alone with minor children - 81 -
Invalids and amputees - 44 1
Total 1,963 1,426 267

government of Hipodlito Yrigoyen (1916—22).>" This new Argentine political
orientation may have limited the country’s desirability as a destination for
Gitanos. Concern that they may have been perceived as revolutionary agents,
anarchists or Bolsheviks from the recently created Soviet Union in 1922 may
also have prompted them to make other migratory choices. Alternatively,
they could have developed effective passing strategies to enter undetected.’*
Most likely, Gitanos who continued to arrive were simply no longer
recorded as such, being included instead into broader categories such as
“undesirable persons” or “illegal entrants” (people sneaking onto ships as
stowaways) or identified as caldereros (tinkers), a trade considered typical
for Gitanos. The 1923, 1924 and 1937 reports are contained in Table 6.3.

5* Daniel Lvovich, “El Gran Miedo de 1919 a escala global: la Semana Tragica argentina y
los archivos norteamericanos,” Estudios-Centro de Estudios Avanzados. Universidad
Nacional de Cérdoba 43 (2020): 159-72, https://doi.org/10.31050/re.vi43.27957.

* “Passing” means hiding a person or group identity in order to cope with stigmatization.
See Elaine Ginsberg, Passing and the Fictions of Identity (Duke University Press, 1996);
Pudliszak, “The Dangerous Strangers”; Carol Silverman, “Everyday Drama: Impression
Management of Urban Gypsies,” Urban Anthropology 11, no. 3/4 (1982): 377-98.
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All the above coincided with a complex European political scenario
that by the 1930s was impacted by the rise of totalitarianism and the
Great Depression. Mussolini’s rule in Italy hindered the maritime depart-
ure of Gitanos, many of whom had traveled there from countries like
Romania and Hungary, with intention to emigrate. Fascist policies
shaped European migration, especially for those economically and admin-
istratively deprived, such as Gitanos. According to Leonardo Senkman
and Moénica Quijada, immigration policy in Europe had been tightening
since the 1920s, which discouraged workers from migrating due to racial
and ideological reasons.’®> This reduced their ability to relocate to
Argentina in search of work and a life free from stigma.

It was not until the end of World War II, after the intensification of
persecution that resulted in the genocide of the Sinti and Roma during the
Holocaust, that Gitanos were again identified as passengers on ships
departing to Argentina. This new attempt to flee Europe after the war
was most likely motivated, at least in part, by knowledge of those who
had managed to successfully settle in the Americas.’* However, during
the first government of Juan Domingo Perén (1946-55), immigration
officials once again rejected Gitano immigrants; the law had not changed,
and neither had negative attitudes toward the Romani population.
According to the final immigration report issued in 1947, although
World War II had paralyzed migration, after its end Argentine authorities
successfully encouraged the growth of immigration motivated by the
desire for more laborers.’> Although they emphasized “a moral, humani-
tarian, and neighborly obligation to help others,” there were limits to this
stance.’® The report’s authors explained that the 1876 law should be
revised because “the country needed immigration, without a doubt, but
good immigration.”>” This limited welcome undoubtedly affected

53 Leonardo Senkman, “Etnicidad e inmigracion durante el primer peronismo,” Estudios
Interdisciplinarios de América Latina 2 (1992): 5-38, https://doi.org/10.61490/eial.v3iz
.1258; Ménica Quijada, “De Per6n a Alberdi. Selectividad étnica y construcciéon nacional
en la politica inmigratoria argentina,” Revista de Indias 195 (1992): 86788, https://doi
.org/10.3989/revindias.1992.i195-196.1174.

> For example, the Spanish Gitanos of the Cald subgroup settled with a certain prominence
in Buenos Aires. See Lagunas, “Gitanos en Buenos Aires.”

55 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccion General de Inmigracion, Secretaria de Trabajo y

Prevision, 1947.

RHMI. Memoria de la Direccion General de Immigracion, Secretaria de Trabajo y

Prevision, 1947.

57 RHMI. Memoria de la Direccion General de Inmigracion, Secretaria de Trabajo y
Prevision, 1947.
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TABLE 6.4 Passengers transiting through and arriving as tourists returned to
their port of origin by the Direccion General de Migraciones in 1947 (RHMI)

Transit Tourists

With physical defect 17 Germans 8

Minors 63 Germans without visas 1

Gitanos 54 Gitanos 6

Without visas 1 With physical defect 22

Mennonites 1824 Minors 6
Artists 8
Minor artists 17

Gitanos, who were reinstated as a distinctive category both as tourists and
during transit in 1947 (Table 6.4).

In the decades that followed, Gitanos remained unwelcome in
Argentina. The situation only worsened with the rise of social conflicts
and new dictatorial regimes during the second half of the twentieth
century, none of which brought a positive change to laws affecting the
Gitano population.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has shown that the criteria used by the immigration depart-
ment of the Argentine government to admit or reject immigrants influ-
enced the ability of Gitanos to enter Argentina. Certain negative ethnic
attributes ascribed to Gitanos, such as their itinerant lifestyle or the
performance of certain trades, further reinforced their poor image due
to the stereotypes and prejudices retained from the past. This fueled
existing antigypsyism throughout the Atlantic. When Gitanos were sent
back to their ports of origin, the stigma that already weighed on them was
reinforced by their status as a population rejected abroad. This contrib-
uted to a further deterioration of their social integration in the Americas;
they were not wanted on either side of the ocean.

Antigypsyism became even more evident when, in the transition from
the nineteenth to the twentieth century, Gitanos were identified in the
records as maritime immigrants. In the context of Argentine nation-
building, authorities enforced entry criteria, such as ability to work or
health conditions, during the same years Gitanos were migrating to
Argentina. Although race was not specified among these immigration
criteria, racist immigration practices did indeed exist, and Gitanos were
at times labeled as an explicit category of people. What remains unclear is
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whether Gitano migrants who arrived in Argentina from the late nine-
teenth though the mid twentieth centuries were counted in other categor-
ies by immigration officials. Thinking beyond the limits imposed by
legislation allows for a consideration of how specific agents (captains,
immigration officials, immigration doctors, crew, etc.) identified and
affected the trajectories of Gitano migrants, as well as why the categories
related to Gitanos changed over these decades. Non-Gitano passengers
were allowed entry by passing medical and administrative examinations,
while for those identified as Gitanos, ethnicity seemed to be the leading
cause of their exclusion. Although the rejection of Gitanos was part of a
logic of control that affected the sick, religious minorities and other
marginalized people, Gitanos were the only ethnic group specified in
Argentina’s migration reports and statistics.

For these reasons, it would be interesting to carry out archival research
in reverse order — that is, to examine documentation at the ports of origin
to understand how Gitanos were identified there. Determining what
criteria were applied to certain individuals at their point of departure that
led to their identification as Gitanos in Argentina could shed light on how
a person’s status as a Gitano could change during the Atlantic crossing
itself. This could have led to overlooking Romani passengers who went
unnoticed as such and may have even made possible the paradox of
classifying other people as “Gypsies” who were not. In any case, this
study of the logics of identification of Gitanos in Argentine ports reveals
the stigmatization Romani people faced there as well as the precarity of
Romani transatlantic migrations during the early twentieth century.
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