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The touching line 
 

Tango, it is said, originates from the Afro-Argentinean word ‘zango’ or ‘tambor’, the word 

for the drums of the arriving slaves from Africa, calling up memories and rituals of their homelands. 

Perhaps it means the place for the forbidden celebrations of the black population on the edges of 

the cities of the South Cone? A song, a dance, a choreography, a noun without etymology, no origin 

other than naming that without name, describing a place, a sentiment, an atmosphere or a certain 

time or place. Or perhaps it is linked to the word tangere, meaning touch, tangent—that which 

barely touches on a marginal point of the circumference of a circle...its edge, the periphery. 

A tangent, the touching of two lines that do not intersect. An infinitesimally delicate act, like 

kissing—touching at a point that tends to nothing mathematically. A definition that speaks of the 

tension between two lines, two bodies...and their displacements. The touching line, linea tangens. 

Into the abstract, rarefied language of geometry1 and line enters a beautifully descriptive definition 

that speaks as though the line had emotive power capable of touching, of being touched or of having 

a physical existence. A movement of the interior soul of the line that reaches out, without deflecting 

and touches—only just—another. 

To go off on a tangent: we might speak of completely different or divergent courses. That 

play in the mind, digressing, so that one might think oneself moving one in a particular direction 

only to be displaced, elsewhere. A tangential existence. In tango’s obscure origins, the nature of 

these tangents, digressions and displacements are fragments, journeys, displacements and 

digressions. They are bits of Paris or Napoli, of detours made, trivial moments in everyday life: the 

barrio2; a photograph carried in a suitcase; broken lineages; oceans that separate; colonies 

claimed3—the hope that springs from a particular sound; one’s presence in a city that has no 

collective past, like the sudden changes of direction in a dance. They circumscribe, in a way that 

can only ever be incomplete, their subject. 

One way of describing culture is to see it as the ‘unfolding’ of a place. In these terms, the 

relationship between tango as an emerging culture and the city in which it ‘unfolded’ is a complex 

one. Factors of geography, heterogeneity, displacement and migration all play a role in this, as do 

ethnic origins, ‘race’, colonialism and slavery. Tango’s origins, analogous to oral cultures whose 

origins and expressions are quasi-mythological, become hazy and indistinct, ascribed at a later time 

and written into the history of the city. Tango in its written and popular history becomes an ‘after-

the-fact’ cultural expression that sublimates most of its hazy and complex beginnings, and by 

implication, those of the city. Parallel to this, key aspects of its milieu—the newly urbanised cities  



of Buenos Aires and Montevideo—become similarly indistinct, their origins reconstructed post- 

factum. 

To understand tango, therefore, only in terms of its legitimised form as a national cultural 

expression and a specific, marketable cultural commodity is to profoundly misunderstand its 

significance as a resistance to the rapidly expanding urban periphery and the marginal existence this 

had in relation to the legitimate culture capital of the city centre. In the general context of the history 

of urban change it can be seen as a possible model for understanding the massive influx of 

immigrant cultures into peripheral areas of cities and the emergence of cultures within ghettos. It 

may also point to the subtle transformations of such areas and non-places into places with distinct 

identities, where dreams and memories—and everyday lives—touch the physical, official world of 

the city. Describing, in other words, places that are open to interpretation. 

Three such descriptions are offered here. They offer neither closure nor finite interpretation, 

but simultaneous existence in the space of the city. Through the use of elipses, tropes, analogies and 

digressions, they rely on tango’s obscure origins, allowing slippages and tangents to occur such that 

anecdotes can enter grand-narratives and private, inner emotional spaces may be read in terms of 

local or national geographies. The tangential and the circumstantial both exist in the emerging 

culture of Buenos Aires, evident as a state-run enterprise that expanded its rational grid according 

to a larger ambition of the Modern Project. 

 

1. City of Fragments 
 

When accelerated changes in society arouse feelings of uncertainty...an old remembered or imagined 

order is reconstructed by the memory as past. Against this horizon the present is placed and 

evaluated.4 

 

The massive migrations of disparate peoples from Europe to the New World brought an 

unfamiliar existence to the milieu of Buenos Aires, perceived as a loss of cultural referrents and a 

poverty of existence. By the turn of this century, up to seventy percent of its working inhabitants 

were immigrants, flooding into the country to provide labour for Argentina’s rapidly-expanding 

export market to Europe. ‘More than fifty thousand workers come each year to the River Plata— 

Europeans washed up by desperation on these coasts. Eight of every ten workers or artisans are 

foreigners, and among them are Italian socialists and anarchists, Frenchmen of the Commune, 

Spaniards of the first republic, and revolutionaries from Germany and Central Europe.’5 The 

enormous flood of immigrants into Buenos Aires, commencing in the 1870s, meant, for example, 



that the city expanded by over 300 percent from 187,000 inhabitants to 650,000 in the twenty five 

years6 to 1895, later swelling to 1.5 million by 1914 and to 2.5 million by the 1930s. By then, the  

city had grown ten-fold in a matter of fifty years. ‘The numbers given in the official census tell that 

184,427 immigrants arrived to the county during 1924. An amount really full of promise because it 

represents an average of more than 15,000 immigrants monthly, an important current of human 

energy flowing into our country.’7 These numbers, naturally enough, had drastic effects on the city’s 

fabric, on its public spaces and also on its culture and ethnicity. That the immigrant population 

formed the majority of the city’s citizens meant that a very particular common condition could be 

said to prevail: the city effectively became the place in which a culture of mixture emerged, one in 

which the heterogeneity and diversity of people made for an incredible ferment. Given the scale and 

rapidity of change in this context, the emergence in this context of tango as a specific culture of 

‘otherness’ seems a natural consequence. 

One could say  that the implicit understanding shared by immigrant cultures, irrespective 

of origin, drew together their differences, inasmuch as the lyrics of the songs speak of the laments 

of individuals, whose common plight is migration—to Argentina and Uruguay in the nineteenth 

century—and whose origins are left behind or only carried as memories, fragments, rhythms and 

songs.8 Many tangos specifically tell of the barrio and arrabal, places of hope and longing, laments 

for a place where dreams have a patina of expectation and a mythos of home that replaces, 

substitutes perhaps, for an originary displacement to the far end of the world. Laments on the 

absence of a loved one, machismo lyrics about the grim or tough conditions of street life in Buenos 

Aires are also found in tango, mythologising the present moment, the everyday, in a city that 

apparently had no past for the newly arrived immigrant other than their carried memories. 

Yet what is not commonly understood is that tango was, in essence, a form of cultural 

resistance; akin—whether explicitly or implicitly, to a masked critique of the larger forces that 

contributed to this condition, and therefore also an implicit critique of the State. In the specific 

context of Buenos Aires or Montevideo, this allows us to understand the urban peripheries and their 

growth not only as physical or manifest architectural form but also as factors in the  emergence of 

cultural identities, offering a critique of the structures of power of such cities, even if this critique 

is masked (and in a sense impotent) as a lament on the nature of the powerlessness  of the individual, 

akin to many tango lyrics. In these terms, tango is not a pure cultural commodity but also a marker 

of spatial territory and of very specific conditions. It is no wonder that the authorities of the time 

regarded tango lyrics and dance as lascivious and threatening, subjecting them to censorship (as did 

the Military dictatorship of the 1970s). Only later, during the 1930s, was tango incorporated into 



the Argentinean national identity via its acceptance in Europe. The ‘30s  and later were also a period 

of heightened nationalism, epitomised in the 1950s by Peronism— dubious arbiter of national 

identity—and, in some senses, a reaction to the earlier fervour of immigration. During this 

period the construction of a national identity via an increased nationalism appropriated tango as a 

distinctly Argentinean characteristic. Beneath the surface, the discontent and underworld image of 

tango threatened the hegemony of the official and authorised identity. Public space in Buenos Aires 

during this time was a civic and urbane gesture, modelled on the European, French and Anglo-

Saxon ideals. Tango, in contrast, was regarded as part of the hidden or shameful world of the night. 

Tango took place in the seedy darkened corners of the city’s peripheries, in the barrios and harbours, 

beyond those places where the acceptable and recognisable European high culture resided, thus 

territorialising the extent to which the body politic and an emotional inner landscape of the 

immigrant masses could be controlled. Where the cultural 'landscape' and the political met was, in 

essence, the street, the newly constructed urban fabric, the physical city. 

Tango, it may be argued, results from the conjunction of two key factors: a geographic 

displacement and an inner emotional condition. The restrained passion of tango, in dance and song 

alike, is only revealed at certain controlled moments, giving a glimpse of a deeper passion that 

surfaces where it touches others and is understood by many. Tango’s appearance is two-fold: the 

tension, sexuality and hidden passion of the dance and the withholding and control—these 

characterise tango. In these terms, it can be said to reveal, by suggestion and expression, an inner 

landscape, resulting from the wider geographical displacements, a consequence of migration. The 

inner landscape is unspoken, has—is no place recognisable—yet reveals itself in the words, lyrics, 

movements of tango trying to make sense of a fragmentary existence. It expresses the topographies 

of hope, despair, depression, relief and elation; the oceans, rivers, mountains, chasms and fields that 

give shape to a city without relief, existing frenetically in the present and future tenses only and in 

the numbing horizontality of Buenos Aires.9 The inner landscape is illustrated by Galeano, in exile 

himself during the ‘difficult’ years, who constructed his life in  fictions, anecdotes and 

commentaries from afar, analogous in principle to the songs of tango. Of the immigrants’ arrival in 

Buenos Aires, Galeano writes: 

 
‘One fire less, they say in the villages of Galicia when someone emigrates. Over here, he was excess 

population... in a foreign city he takes up less room than a dog. Here they make fun of him and treat him 

with contempt, because he can't even sign his name, and manual labour is for inferior species...He gets 

little sleep, the lonely immigrant, but no sooner does he close his eyes than some fairy or witch comes 

to love him on green mountains and snowy precipices. Sometimes he has nightmares. Then, he drowns 



in the river. Not just any river, but a particular river over there. Whoever crosses it, they say, loses his 

memory.’10 

 

Galeano’s text is concerned with the differences between here and there, the ‘otherness’ and 

alterity that results from a displacement. Analogous to the hero of Cortázar’s Rayuela, (Hopscotch, 

1963) who ‘wavers’ irresolutely between Buenos Aires and Paris in a permanent alternation of  ‘now 

here’ and ‘now there’. Between the manifest brutal reality of Buenos Aires and the familiar,  left 

behind, can be located a glimmer of a politic, concerned with factors of alienation, and an inner 

imagined or remembered landscape. The imaginary and the manifest begin to construct a space 

around which tango can be situated. 

Buenos Aires during this period is likewise afflicted by similar contradictory factors. The city 

is in essence an elaborate construct. It does not exist in the sense that it is constituted from citizens. 

What binds the immigrants together, therefore, is only a common displacement from Europe. 

Society exists as an intention, an imagined utopia governed under the guise of the modern project, 

a state-run and controlled enterprise that imagines Buenos Aires to be a city such as Paris: European, 

civilised, dignified. The city as an imaginary construct or even fictional construct by no means stems 

wholly from this period. Its foundation is based on a similar gap or rupture. Searching for a veritable 

fortune, Juan de Solis sailed into the Rio de la Plata11, the River of Silver, in 1516. A vast flat sea, 

which, upon tasting, he named the Mar Dulce, ‘freshwater sea’. Solis noted in his journal that the 

endless adjoining plains were an ‘ocean of grass’, the pampas that were later to become the fount 

of wealth for Argentina. Upon landing, native Indians attacked de Solis and his crew, and, 

apparently, devoured them. Some time later, Sebastian  Cabot ‘sought the treasure of King Solomon 

sailing up this Plate River—so innocent of its silvery name—which has only mud on one bank and 

sand on the other. While his soldiers, maddened by hunger, ate each other, the captain read Virgil 

and Erasmus and made pronouncements for immortality.’12 Claiming to have discovered El Dorado 

on the basis of a few trinkets of silver, Cabot could easily appeal to the greed of the Spanish 

kingdom. 

In 1536, on royal command and with an army of 1,600 men, Don Pedro Mendoza, whilst 

searching for a cure for syphilis in guaiacum, (a plant he mistakenly thought grew in the River  Plata 

area), 'founded a city, a fortress surrounded by huts, and upriver from here he went hunting for the 

silver mountain and the mysterious lake where the sun sleeps’. The city was called Buenos Aires, 

‘good air’ and was located near what is now Barrio La Boca. The map of Buenos Aires drawn by 

its founder, Mendoza, shows a colonial grid surrounded by written script on all four sides—closer 



perhaps to a rhetorical or literary device. His map is emblematic of the gap between the inner 

landscape, an imagined utopia of riches and civilisation, and a city that did not yet exist. Mendoza 

never found the cure for syphilis, silver or the lake and subsequently died from his illness. The city, 

similarly, was not as enduring as Mendoza wished and lasted for just five years, although the name 

endures until this day. Phoenix-like, in 1580, Buenos Aires was re-born, founded again, a foothold 

on a continent perched between the flat plane of the sea and the endless plain of grass, and its second 

founder Juan de Garay drew the plan of the city, a Spanish colonial grid, on cow hide. Angel Rama 

in The Lettered City describes the relationship of literature to the origin of South American cities, 

in which the pre-existence of the city was in lettered form as edicts, laws, desires and codes, often 

issued from afar in colonial Spain. Looking at a map depicting Buenos Aires and surroundings in 

the beginning of the 19th century shows the grid laid upon the land and the existing buildings. The 

legal boundaries for the city settlement evolved in accordance with the planning ordinances of the 

Law of the Indies, and the Iberian conquerors created, in Ramas’ clear words: ‘a supposedly ‘blank 

slate’, though the outright denial of  impressive indigenous cultures.’13 The implementation in the 

colonies of the Spanish cuadricula, and the rational urban grid from the late 19th century are very 

much alike. The lines are drawn upon a supposed ‘blank sheet of paper’, are an imagined landscape 

not yet built, and not yet inhabited. 

The city in its inception could be described more closely as an apparition, given apparent 

substance as if through a state of delirium. The equivocation of origin of the city, a precursor to the 

immense gap between the apparition and the manifest reality of the city—as Corbusier would 

discover much later—is evident. The dreams of immortality for a presence that is manifestly solid 

embody themselves in the words and actions of its founder Mendoza, and in the literature of Borges, 

who wrote: ‘it seems impossible to me that Buenos Aires ever had a beginning. It is eternal, like the 

water and air.’14 The city effectively was represented before existing in-realia. It therefore had an 

apriori existence in the imaginary. 

Yet as the names of the nation and its key city never managed to match the reality that promised 

‘silver’ and ‘good air’, Argentina and Buenos Aires, so too is there an apparent gap, an absence 

between the image and the reality of the city. From this lack of substantial reality, of authority, one 

can understand why Buenos Aires, for example, desired to be the ‘Paris of the South’: ‘in Buenos 

Aires...Sarmiento...imported sparrows so the city would seem more like Paris.’15—Paris being 

deemed to be an authentic origin and repository of culture, as if to make up for the absence of reality 

that the fictional identity  could never attain. In terms of its cultural identity, the city appealed to 

elsewhere, to England for its model of society; to Europe for its authenticity; to Paris for an image 



of its desire and later to the gauchos of the pampasas a source of its mythology. The cutting of 

Hausmann-esque grands boulevards through the colonial Spanish grid during the mid nineteenth 

century, by Torcuato de Alvear, shifted the perception of the city from a former outpost of the 

Spanish colony to a centre of culture, belonging, therefore, to the same sphere as historic and 

‘civilised’ Europe. Coupled with the construction of grand civic institutions such as the Congress 

Hall and the central plazas, the city was envisioned as exemplary and necessary in the on-going 

construction of the identity of the nation. Corbusier’s invitation to Buenos Aires in 1929 can be 

understood as part of the same, using European culture as the model, and architecture as the 

emblematic representation of the new, modern metropolis. 

Corbusier approached the city from the sea at night. He saw a southern sky full of stars, 

glittering mirage-like on the surface of the River Plata. The city ‘hovered between these, suturing 

both, but not quite rooted—not quite of the earth.’16 His lyrical description suggests a complete 

seduction by the appearance of things. However, Buenos Aires was duplicitous for Corbusier: a city 

that elicited both mirage-like apparitions and abject horror. He wrote: ‘Buenos Aires is one of the 

most inhumane cities I have known; really, one’s heart is martyred. For weeks I walked its streets 

without hope like a madman, oppressed, depressed, furious, desperate.’17 In these terms his reactions 

mirror those of his surroundings. We can retrospectively view Corbusier's reaction as being an 

intrinsically European one, looking outwards, away from the pampasand metaphorically towards 

the origin of culture and of urbanism. As Collins writes: ‘in his ninth lecture (18 October, 1929) he 

advanced the possibility of adapting the Plan Voisin of Paris to Buenos Aires—or one might say, 

Buenos Aires to the Plan Voisin—affirming that Buenos Aires can transform itself into one of the 

great (dignas) cities of the world’. Corbusier’s plans for the city also embody a desire to shift Buenos 

Aires towards that which was emblematic of a European modernism, one which implicitly 

homogenised differences. In other words, the compass of the Plan Voisin pointed  towards an 

implicit European centre, away from the intrinsic differences and cultural ‘otherness’ that were 

manifest in the social matrix of the city18. 

It was to this city that immigrants arrived in the 1900s from Europe. They passed through the 

mouth of the harbour, across the threshold to the city, then flooded into the city itself. En route, 

most ships passed by La Boca, a harbour-side barrio that formed one edge of the port area. La 

Boca,19 is the ‘mouth’ of the city. La Boca, it is held, is the ‘birthplace’ of tango, according to its 

reconstructed and legitimised history. La Boca was built as a shanty town by immigrants from 

Liguria in the 1840s-50s20, but inhabited previously by the French Basques. It is situated on low- 

lying flood-lands where the Riachuelo river meets the Rio de la Plata. An area distinct from the 



unrelenting grid of the city, it evolved a particularly colourful corrugated-iron architecture and  

raised sidewalks to counter the frequent floods. La Boca is, in effect, a transitional area, half river 

and half land, inextricable from the port and its history of immigration, import and export, a 

threshold or liminal condition that characterises Buenos Aires. 

Thus during this period, it is possible to see the whole city spatially, culturally, historically and 

in terms of identity as a threshold between Europe and Argentina’s interior21, between the Rio de  

la Plata and the pampas. The port and the city therefore link between two vast flat planes, one body 

of water and the other of grass. The flatness of the city and its surroundings, which extend into the 

sea, meant that ‘the bay’s bottom is essentially a continuation of the pampas.’22  Because of this, the 

sea is able to flow into the city in innumerable floods. Analogously, the city extends across the 

pampas like water. This duplicity marks the city’s equivocation of import and export,  sea and 

pampas, Europe and the interior, and, in essence, registers the spatial duality of the city  in the form 

of a horizon. The flat plane on which the city is built, horizontal and without relief, is a specific 

characteristic that historically allowed for speculative development and expansion of the city 

without physical constraints. 

The modernist photographer Horacio Coppola’s images of Buenos Aires of the 1930s show 

the ubiquitous grid receding into the pampas. The road is just one tentacle of the city grid, and is 

depicted as being wide as the land. No mere farmers’ lane, but a road laid down as progress. The 

periphery here is not the left over nether-spaces of the city, but a frontier whose endurance in the 

beginning of the century is temporal, progressive, and as necessary as the influx of immigrants who 

flooded into the city from the sea. The flat pampas is the hinterland on which the economic future 

of Argentina was assured. The pampas was largely unwritten-about until the nineteenth century. 

Upon this blank sheet, the speculations of the Modern project occurred. In these terms  the Modern 

project that aimed to construct an Argentinean national identity is problematic against the 

background of massive change, urban growth and mass immigration that altered the demographic 

constitution. 

The reality of Buenos Aires during this time—a city of fragments—is in essence 

counterpoised against a desired image of the city and a desire to appropriate the ‘interior’ of the 

pampas. National identity, an authenticity as origin and foundation, therefore, became a 

fictionalised construct, and at times an imaginary entity, used to make up for the lack of stable 

referents, a projection put on a less than coherent body of immigrants. And parallel with this, the 

imaginary landscape of the immigrant, is a solace from the brutality of everyday life in the raw city, 

through which their condition of displacement becomes evident, manifest in tango. 



 

2. Whitened City 
 

‘...America, instead of remaining abandoned to the savages, incapable of progress, is today occupied 

by the Caucasian race—the most perfect, the most intelligent, the most beautiful and the most 

progressive of those that people the earth.’23 

 

‘Sarmiento, founder of the Animal protection Society, preaches pure unabashed racism and practices it 

with untrembling hand. He admires the North Americans, free from any mixture of inferior races, but 

from Mexico southwards he sees only barbarism, dirt, superstition, chaos and madness. Those dark 

shadows terrify and fascinate him. He goes for them with sword in one hand, lamp in the other. He 

publishes prose works of great talent in favour of the extermination of gauchos, Indians, and blacks and 

their replacement by white labourers from northern Europe.’24 

 
The history of slavery to the region pre-dates the founding of Buenos Aires by two years. 

Slavery was set up by royal decree—an asiento—granted in 1534, by the expansionist policy of  the 

Spanish Empire. The decree assumed the necessity of African slaves who would work in the gold 

or silver mines they expected to find in the River Plate area. The implications of this decree in 

relation to the origins of Buenos Aires are astonishing: the ‘black’ city, at least on paper, intention 

and in the imagination, is the precursor to the city. It significant that during the early years of Buenos 

Aires, in 1778 or thereabouts, African slaves and indigenous Indians25 constituted about  30 percent 

of the population, a figure that declined to less than two percent of the total population by 1887.26 

This was due, in part, to mestizaje (miscegenation), but also due to the burgeoning  white 

immigration policies of the Argentinean government. This miscegenation, which Andrews refers to 

as the ‘whitening of Buenos Aires’27 occurred primarily after the ideologue, forefather and future 

president of modern Argentina (1868-74), Domingo Sarmiento, came to power. In essence, 

Sarmiento was poised to change Argentina, to usher out colonialism as dominated by the Spanish 

and bring about a grand project of modernisation in an era on the verge of independence. Sarmiento 

and his ‘social Darwinist’ predecessors, Bunge, Alberdi and Ingenieros, adopted a ‘progressive’ set 

of beliefs, based on ‘scientific’ racism and on the assumption that European models of society and 

progress were the desirable evolution of Argentinean society. Sarmiento’s vision of an urban and 

‘civilised’ cultivated utopia proclaimed that ‘the pampas is an immense  sheet of paper upon which 

a poem of prosperity and culture will be imposed.’28 In the banishing or whitewashing of the 



‘barbaric’ elements, Sarmiento played upon the dramaturgy of this tableau in describing the pre-

modern pampas as ‘shadow’ and the River Plate as ‘light.’29 

The project for the modern independent Argentina required a civilised European population 

that would evolve into a policy-aligned, market-driven economy with a white national identity and 

white immigration policies to match. The immigration policy aimed at erasing the tensions between 

the country and the colonial city that clung to the edge of the continent,30 ‘progressively annihilating 

ethnic differences between the people of the interior and those of the littoral.’31 This policy was 

effected deliberately and carefully, attempting to fulfil the desire that, ‘there will be only one 

unique Argentinean type, as imaginative as the aborigine of the tropics and as practical as the 

dweller of the cold climates, one complex and complete type, which could appear to be the total 

man, the model of the modern man: ecce homo!’32 as Bunge wrote. The ideologues wanted a (pure) 

national identity, set apart from their Latin American neighbours who were ‘mongrelised’,—the 

flooding of Argentina with immigrants from the North would alter the balance of skin colour and 

assimilation and inter-marriage would take care of the rest, to the extent that Argentina could fulfil 

for Ingenieros ‘a tutelary function over the other republics of the continent.’33 

The modern project here was the construction of identity, scaled appropriately to ‘blank’ 

out the past. Considered in the context of other colonial countries of the time (or, indeed, the future), 

the fact of the drive towards independence and modernisation was not surprising—the scale and 

deliberation of the construction of a post-colonial identity predicated on whiteness, was: ‘by the 

1880s, Domingo Sarmiento could write that the banners of the African nations that one  used to see 

at the old Carnival celebrations had been replaced by the flags of the various French, Italian and 

Spanish clubs and societies.’34  Curiously, though, as the whitewashing of the city and  of the black 

population was occurring, the disappearance of the Indian and African people was puzzling to the 

ideologues and ascribed as ‘natural.’ As Helg tells us ‘Sarmiento, in his desire to see a white 

America, attributed the process to the secret action of affinity and repulsion. Bunge imputed it to 

Buenos Aires’ climate, to the inability of the blacks’ lungs to resist the pampas winds, to inter-

marrying with whites, and to the waves of European immigration; elsewhere he blessed alcoholism, 

smallpox, and tuberculosis for having decimated the capital’s non-white population. Ingenieros 

added the devastating effects of the wars of independence and the civil wars of the nineteenth 

century.’35 

Henceforth, tango’s origins are, as Savigliano points out, a ‘popular and controversial 

topic’,36 not least because of tango’s early illegitimacy—bastard offspring of a polygamous union, 

regarded initially as threatening and provocative, resulting in an unwritten history. The origin of 



tango as a construct of Argentinean national identity is said to have occurred in the 1880s, that this 

date coincides  with  the  year  of  independence  is  hardly  surprising.  Tango is  presented as a 

European phenomena, portrayed as the struggles of working class immigrants in the burgeoning 

‘wild west’ atmosphere of the city in the 1900s, coupled with the cross-cultural fusion of the 

differences of those arriving from Italy, France or Spain. In its legitimised form, tango is presented 

as miscegenation occurring primarily between white and white, European and Rio Platense—a 

miscegenation that grew out of the conventillos37 and barrios, peripheral and immigrant areas of  

the city, moving into the centre where it could be adopted as a national identity and presented as 

such. However, the construction of national identity is nothing other than a mask, as Andrews’ in 

The Afro-Argentineans of Buenos Aires elaborates, one that reveals as much as it conceals. 

Miscegenation, in the terms of Argentina and Buenos Aires, is not a simple matter. 

The immigration waves of the nineteenth century did not consist solely of a bountiful supply 

of able and skilled labour, part of the greater economic imperatives of the Argentine government. 

In essence, the relationships between the black (African and native Indian) population and the later 

white Europeans is inextricable, their histories and lineage’s touch each other, similar to the 

relationship between candombé and tango. Tango, as its untraceable etymology reveals in the 

various Spanish and African claims, cannot easily be pinned down to a specific time, place, cultural 

group or race. That tango originated in the 1880s seems fallacious, borne out by the following: ‘an 

1818 will [for a house and tango site] in which the property is mentioned refers to the ‘said lot 

situated in the neighbourhood of the Parish of Concepcion Tango of the Blacks, by which name it 

is known’’, seemingly locating ‘tango’ as a place name of the black population. Similarly, as 

Andrews points out, an ordnance considered by the Montevideo town council in 1807 proposed to 

‘prohibit the tango of the blacks, their weekly dances.’38 This, a full  sixty years before the historical 

claim for the ‘white’ origin of tango. This historical discrepancy is further substantiated by Rossi 

and Savigliano elsewhere. However, the point here is not to claim authenticity of origin, but rather 

to raise issues that problematise what we might term the  ‘cleansing’ of this particular aspect of the 

history of tango and, by implication, of the city. 

Andrews, writing of the participation of Afro-Argentines in cultural life in Buenos Aires, 

traces the relationship between candombé, the public dances of the African slave population, from 

the 1760s onwards and the later emergence of tango. He writes: ‘whites were aware that the 

candombé were occasions at which the Africans performed their national dances, calling up 

memories of their homeland and recreating, even if only for an afternoon, a simulacrum of African 

society in the New World.’39 During these times (1780s) the city council viewed these acts as being 



against Catholicism and against the republic as a whole. However, through the candombé, the Afro-

Argentines kept a part of their lives free of the absolute control that a slave-owning society sought 

exercise over them—an act of remembrance and resistance that was geographic, the dances were a 

way to maintain a sense of their identity despite their displacements. 

As emancipation allowed the black population to have a second class existence, gradually 

the white and black populations inter-mingled during the mid 1800s. They met in dance halls called 

academias de baile which were located in lower-class, peripheral areas of the city. In these place 

‘poor whites and poor blacks met to drink and gamble, to fight and dance'. Out of this cross-racial 

contact was born the milonga, a dance created by the young white toughs in mocking imitation of 

the candombé.’40 This was a precursor to tango as we know it now, the milonga being described as 

a slow tango. This crossover, occurring on the eve of the death of the candombé and the 

whitewashing of the culture of the Afro-Argentines is ironically the birth of the milonga (and 

therefore tango) as a syncretic culture in its own right. Through ‘simulation’ or imitation across a 

racial divide this territorial process occurred. 

The predominantly black areas of Buenos Aires were located in the parishes or barrios of 

Monserrat (‘Barrio del tambor’—the barrio of the drums) and San Telmo, low-lying lands along 

creeks adjacent to the river edge of Rio de la Plata. During the 1800s these areas were south of and 

peripheral to the gridded city centre. Later, as the harbour was constructed and grew, the river edge 

became incorporated into the more controlled city grid. The black populations of the time living in 

these areas predominantly served the arriving ships as porters or alternatively as washerwomen, 

until a yellow fever outbreak in 1871 decimated the population. In this area, excluded from any 

provision by the city, the blacks established their own community structures such as La Nación 

Conga, a significant organisation that was responsible for the annual candombé carnival for the 

local population, a celebration of their African ‘nations’ that recalled their tribal and geographic 

roots. Spatially, San Telmo was sandwiched between the official city to the north and the slave 

market. 

Immediately to the south of this area lies Parque Lezama, the site of Mendoza’s first 

disastrous settlement, the short-lived ‘first’ or originary Buenos Aires. It was also the site of the 

first slave-market built by the French Guinea Company. Topographically, the park sits on an 

escarpment, perched just above La Boca where the bank of the Rio de la Plata curves inland as the 

Riachuelo river joins it, serving as a gateway between the formal grid city and low-lying river flats 

of La Boca with their different urban pattern. It also separates distinct layers of immigration into 

the city across this topographic line, delimiting the African barrios of the 1830s from the Ligurian 



and French-Basquean barrios. The complex relationship between tango and the city trows up a 

spatial co-incidence of a tangled set of factors: race, slavery, the threshold nature of the city, the 

official city versus the periphery, and the ‘natural’ topography.41 Conjecturally, therefore, one may 

speculate that from this milieu, the touching line between the black and white population, between 

San Telmo or Monserrat and La Boca across the space of Parque Lezama, has led to the imitation 

and cross-over alluded to by Andrews that gave rise to tango, as we now know it occurred. Such 

touching lines are resonant with signification42 yet, given the influx of the European immigrants; 

the social Darwinist policies of Sarmiento and his successors; the miscegenation of black and white, 

these have become sublimated in the whitening of Buenos Aires. The decline of the black population 

during these times and the supplantation by the incoming European white immigrants constitutes a 

tangential line, a cultural, racial and spatial tangent of differences. Tango, therefore, becomes a 

touching point of two races at which the two lineages of tango—black and white—meet. 

 

3. Displaced City 
 

Argentina’s modern project depended, as did the city’s growth, on expansionist trade. The 

rapid modernisation programme of Buenos Aires as a modern state-sanctioned development 

generated the periphery as a progressive frontier, a grid of urbanity spreading over the pampas. 

The grid during this period served as a promissory note for an expansionist future envisaged by  the 

planners of the modern project, a tool that, with civic and state impetus and drive, is enmeshed in a 

‘dense public, metropolitan space.’43 The grid, like the periphery, was ‘the promise of equality and 

integration’44, projected, planned and unrolled, only to be quickly—if not immediately—filled with 

a diverse population. It served effectively to integrate cultural and social differences within the 

construct of the arrabals and barrios.45 It was from the barrio46, the physical manifestation of the 

modern project—both culturally, socially, politically and in terms of urban form—that tango, in its 

modern form, emerged. The street thus became, in the absence of open space in a rapidly expanding 

city during this time, the provisional public space. This notwithstanding, since the Second World 

War commencing with the Peronist era, and in many ways exacerbated by the dictatorship of the 

1970s, a shift occurred. The periphery became ‘the gate to the city’ with people flooding into the 

city from the interior. This shift coincided with the end of the expansionist relationship between 

pampas, the city and the Northern Hemisphere. The external markets no longer required Argentina 

to produce to the same extent it once did. And the city as an import- export threshold that once 

extended into the pampas turns, in effect, inwards on itself, corresponding too with growing political 

instability that culminated in the dictatorship years during the 1970s. The failed ‘promise’ of the 



periphery has also led, in contemporary terms, to a crisis due to the disappearance or collapse of the 

state and all its manifestations. The decline of the dream of the pampas, a victim to global and 

historical shifts in the economy, has therefore had major repercussions on a city that depended solely 

on this ambition. Gorelik refers to this as the development of the ‘second periphery’, a periphery 

that is ‘no longer inhabited by immigrants coming from Europe but by migrants coming from the 

provinces and neighbouring countries.’47 This, he indicates, has had a ‘Latin-American-ising’ effect 

on Buenos Aires since the 1970s, on what was once the most European of Latin American cities, 

whose external immigration from Europe ‘staved off’ the effects that have characterised other South 

American cities such as Lima  or Mexico City, but is now witnessing the emergence of a migration 

from the interior. 

As this dream became increasingly unfulfilled, the periphery of the city became a receptacle 

for the increasingly poverty-stricken, those fleeing the land. Similarly, the harbour edge became 

derelict. The modern project, built on the ‘utopian’ vision of Sarmiento and others half a century 

before, thus remains unfinished. As a consequence, the resulting urbanity now appears fragmentary 

‘like postcards containing unkept promises, in which objets trouvés and insignificant gaps alternate 

on the unvarying expanse of the pampas.’48 

As Gorelik further elaborates, the idea of the periphery since the 1970s no longer 

corresponds to a notion of equality, progress and modernity as it once did, but develops in a 

fragmentary or island-like way. The effect of this is evident in the wide disparities that have emerged 

between neighbouring areas and accordingly, the emblems of this shift have also been subject to 

change. If the street was once the domain within the grid system of the barrio, immortalised in tango 

or in literature by Borges (for example, The Street-Corner Man) as that place within a city where 

the charades of machismo49 and ritual dance are enacted, then the emergence of shopping malls, 

enclosed and isolated, separates people from the clamorous and chaotic street where differences are 

constantly met. ‘By cultural tradition, Argentineans have always been instinctively against 

supermarkets and closed spaces generally which can't be traversed [or] are cut off from the streets. 

All the same, the grave economic circumstances of the early 80s forced certain social classes to 

make use of mass-distribution stores.’50  This retreat of  public space  under the dictatorship, out of 

fear and imposed curfews, has meant that the transition to a post- dictatorship free-market 

economy,51 albeit under economic sanctions imposed from North America, naturally privatises 

public space in a move that is almost a seamless transition between dictatorship and democratic 

process. 



The Hausmann-esque plans of the dictatorship cut through the fabric of the city grid and 

are part of a massive but aborted highways project during the 1970s. These highways, in  particular, 

run through the outer-lying barrio areas, in what must surely have been part of a system of political 

control. One such highway cut is Autopista 25 de Mayo between San Telmo and La Boca, just north 

of Parque Lezama, running parallel to the route of an old creek that marks the southern edge of the 

city centre grid. This highway effectively separates the poorer barrios of La Boca from the more 

official city centre which had long since incorporated San Telmo in its official grid structure. New 

tensions across this line are now established that repeat, to some extent, the lines written in the urban 

fabric of earlier times. 

The rubble from these cuts was dumped into the river on the Banco de la Boca, a sandbank 

just outside of the Puerto Madero harbour, creating new islands in the Rio de la Plata and 

accidentally manifesting Corbusier’s plan of fifty years earlier for an island in the river. Over time, 

the new islands have become a natural wasteland, attracting all kinds of wildlife who dwell amongst 

the bricks and rubble. This new land separates the city and its port from the Rio de la Plata. At the 

same time it grafts a strange new mask onto the city in the form of beaches and ecological habitats. 

This is now an area witnessing transformation in the form of the construction of enclaves for the 

economic elite, and in effect privatise public space, as they have done globally in various cities in 

the past decade or so. Speculative developments, removed from the city, are proposed for this 

displaced land that have more to do with globalisation than local factors. At the same time, in 

conjunction with these developments, government policy is encouraging economic immigration as 

a possible panacea to Argentina’s post-dictatorship economic situation, whilst controlling internal 

migration. This migration policy is exemplified in an advertisement published in the following 

London newspaper: 

 
‘The National State Ministry of the Interior announcement for public, national and international bid 

(Number 01/96) for the full, indivisible contract of a service for the design, start-up and support of a 

System of Migration Control and Identification of Individuals and of Electoral Information.’ 

Ministry of the Interior, Advertisement in the Guardian Newspaper, 26 August 1996, London 
 
 

A form perhaps of economic whitening coupled with the implementation of the generic 

city, a city that is removed from place and ground.52  

These actions are emblematic of the incompleteness of Buenos Aires modern project, and 

part of the ‘tradición de ruptura’53, that Octavio Paz has written about. The rupture between 



modernity and centralised economic and cultural policy that has occurred implies a shift of the order 

of things, leading to new displacements and disruptions. The ideological neo-conservative 

privatisation of the city and of public spaces implemented under the present government54 borrows 

heavily on the one hand from Thatcher’s Britain of the 1980s, as indicative  in the calling for tenders 

for control mechanisms by the Ministry of the Interior, whilst on the other hand, as in other Latin 

American countries, national policy becomes increasingly dictated by external North American 

agencies such as the Brady Plan and the IMF55, with its now familiar austerity or re- structuring 

impositions of free-market economy, biased towards a North-South free trade zone. These are 

factors which, although derived from global extraneous influences, have transformative effects on 

cities and similarly on urban culture. They are factors that are by no means new to the Rio de la 

Plata region, whose culture has always been geographic in some way and influenced by sources 

outside its physical domain, but the repercussion become manifested locally as physical ruptures in 

the city fabric, the contraction and privatisation of public space. We can view the  current large 

structural changing North-South emphasis of USA—Latin America and the effects of this 

(structural economic adjustment, internal migration, etc) in terms of a politic of memory that 

constructs and overrides the old order: the execution of a new set of global forces impacting upon 

the urban, physical and cultural, social structures, and, moreover, beginning to touch on the inner 

conditions of those whom it effects. 

Thus, if Buenos Aires is becoming Latin-Americanised, then the proposed global city, on 

the new island of displaced land and rubble, is somehow symbolic of the same factors that 

marginalised the areas of La Boca and San Telmo previously, given by immigration in relation to 

the State. It becomes external to the city yet connected spatially across a touching line, a part of the 

city that desires to be elsewhere. 

The touching lines between each of these areas, their cultures, and the city itself manifest 

similar patterns. The same figures reoccur in the unfolding of the city; the erasure or displacement 

of one body (one cultural layer) within, coupled with an appeal to an external body to provide 

impetus or identity; the spatial connections between the geographic and the localised across the 

specific thresholds of Buenos Aires. Bound in an intertwined relationship, this dynamic is a 

tangoing movement of two bodies. 

 

4. Libertango56 

 
The touching line, we postulate, enables us to understand a horizon of identity located in  a 

specific place at a particular time, where cultural factors meet with spatial; where two radically 



incommensurable, different figures, entities or bodies touch and an emotional landscape, buried 

under the surface, emerges. At these points, assumptions of raw emotions, ill-defined identities, 

cultures and raw urbanity give rise to new form as ephemeral phenomena that may well be  erased, 

forgotten, disappeared, blanked-out. It results in spatial stories, rather than ‘history’ or hard-line 

urbanism, that deal with the affect and effect of the geographic and large-scale factors (the modern 

project and post-colonial issues, for example) meeting with everyday conditions, the interior and 

the imaginary. 

Tango’s legitimisation, we argue, is therefore not based on part of a reinterpretation of 

history or a revisionist understanding, nor as authenticity or lament. Instead it is more potent to see 

it as tango-ing, with the mechanic of the touching line as the understanding of submerged emotional 

conditions and allied with specific urban place and conditions in the development of a cultural 

identity, attempting to understand the touching of the local, the barrios, daily life (everyday life) 

with immense geographic, or global phenomena. It is an approach open to interpretation that 

considers the potential of place whose emotional intensity is a dynamic and potent urban condition 

that manifests a collective understanding and is therefore a constituent of a possible new culture. 

Intervening in such a locale then may articulate strange links, allow heterogeneous bodies to  touch, 

choreograph their tensions and make their qualities into a collective expression; an  urbanity. 

What is touched upon, tacconeando, a footnote57 of the dance a choreography of bodies 

held in tension. 

 
Gone is the arrabal with all its lustre, perhaps its history is the crucifix of the dagger The arrabal is gone 
that spoke of love, and the stamp of the heels is gone. 

Taconeando (Tango song from 1930)58 
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own history. From her he will make a historicised body—a blazon—of his labours and phantasms. 
She will be ‘Latin’ America.  she is nuova terra not yet existing on maps—an 
unknown body destined to bear the name, Amerigo, of her inventor. But what is really initiated here 
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