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dando voz sobre todo a estos últimos. Sin embargo, a veces se echa de menos una mayor 

presencia de otras voces, como arquitectos, visitadoras sociales, empresarios o clérigos. 

Además, un tema que se menciona a menudo, pero sin que se profundice demasiado en 

eso, es el rol de las mujeres en la construcción del espacio doméstico y en la lucha para 

conseguir una vivienda apropiada.  

 

La narración, a lo largo de todo el libro, conjuga múltiples planos, desde los relatos 

personales a la historia política, desde las necesidades cotidianas al discurso público, 

mostrando la compleja trama de relaciones que se aglutinaron alrededor de la vivienda y 

de la propiedad. El continuo pasaje desde una escala a otra, desde lo micro a lo macro, 

restituye una historia muy densa, pero también presenta desafíos. Los casos de estudio, que 

el autor conoce en profundidad y que constituyen unas de las mejores partes del libro, 

tienden a condicionar la mirada hacia la historia urbana de Santiago. A su vez, la historia de 

Santiago, ciudad de la cual termina ocupándose el libro, tiende a equipararse a la historia 

nacional, como declara el título. A pesar de algunas críticas menores, el trabajo de Murphy 

tiene méritos indudables. Es muy bien documentado, cruza una gran cantidad de fuentes 

primarias con una abundante literatura, tanto en inglés como en español, y, sobre todo, 

analiza con mucha sutileza como las ideas de propiedad y de vivienda informaron las 

prácticas cotidianas y las políticas públicas en el contexto chileno. En este sentido, el libro 

constituye un aporte fundamental no solo para la historia de los pobladores y de la vivienda 

en Chile, sino que para la comprensión de los movimientos sociales y de la construcción del 

espacio urbano en Latinoamérica.  

 

Giannotti Emanuel 

Universidad de Chile 

 

 

Mención Honor 

Alex Borucki. From Shipmates to Soldiers: Emerging Black Identities in the Río de la Plata. 

Alburquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2015. 306 pages. 

 

Focusing mostly on Montevideo and Buenos Aires, Alex Borucki’s excellent book offers much 

more than a survey of the lives of the Río de la Plata region’s peoples of African descent in 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Readers curious about the principal 

methodological and thematic approaches to slavery and blackness in Latin American 

historiography will find From Shipmates to Soldiers near-encyclopedic in scope. Borucki 

displays equal dexterity discussing the demography of the transatlantic slave trade as he 

does considering the cultural politics of African-based associations’ candombes and the 

public self-fashioning of black militia members. Thus, as his chapters move chronologically 

from the peak years of slave trading through the independence wars and early national 

politics, they also showcase the research methods employed by several recent generations 

of historians. 

 

It is the cumulative effect of this multifaceted approach to enslaved and free rioplatenses 

that marks the biggest contribution of the book. The From-to of the title is not merely 

decorative: Borucki carefully documents how networks forged through one experience—on 

a slave ship, by marriage, in a militia, and so on—progressively laid a groundwork for ties 
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developed in different and subsequent contexts. Captives from different regions in Africa, for 

example, “developed new bonds of solidarity with those who shared their fate,” even as 

African, Brazilian, and European slave traders viewed them “as essentially anonymous 

products of violence and displacement” (55). In turn, over half of the witnesses in marriage 

files of free and enslaved people in Montevideo reported having been shipmates or meeting 

in other ports before arriving in the city. “Life-course analysis” (221) reveals that service in 

particular free black militias overlapped with membership in specific black confraternities, 

and allegiances in regional politics (independence, conspiracies, civil wars) cleaved to 

connections developed within those institutions. These connections come to life on the page 

based on Borucki’s exhaustive research in six countries and over a dozen archives. 

 

Running throughout the book is an acknowledgement of intersecting vertical and horizontal 

axes of power that gave shape and meaning to social ties. Few spaces come to mind with 

more hierarchies and chains of command as slave ships and military barracks, yet each 

chapter of From Shipmates to Soldiers demonstrates how enduring networks and 

collectivities among men of color emerged from their experiences. Fraternal ties emerged 

from, and played into, broader political relationships. Borucki explains, for example, how 

“black associations provided bases from which to claim rights before the colonial regime” 

(86), and how “free and enslaved blacks participated in caudillo politics in nascent Uruguay 

by entering into vertical networks that preceded political parties” (127). The dynamic 

relationship between networks and experiences grounds the book and ensures that ideas of 

black identity or community (whether those the historical actors or those of present-day 

readers) were, and are, inseparable from external forces, institutions, and groups that left 

free and enslaved rioplatenses marginalized in both imperial and republican contexts—and 

that also offered them limited opportunities for inclusion and advancement. By 

foregrounding these relationships, Borucki makes it difficult to return to earlier, seemingly 

color-blind scholarship and not wonder how historians themselves have contributed to the 

exclusion of the African dimension of the region and period. 

 

Among the subtler arguments that Borucki advances in the book is that labor—an 

identification with work and shared work experiences—played a secondary role in forging 

networks between free and enslaved people of African descent. Artisan guilds, which 

attracted some free blacks and slaves, for example, “provided no lasting bond across 

generations” (13); men “most commonly shared affinities and friendship . . . with fellow 

African men and men of African ancestry who they had met outside of labor arrangements” 

(78). In an innovative chapter about black letrado Jacinto Ventura de Molina, Borucki 

explores Molina’s plans for a self-sufficient convent in which black students would receive an 

education while they dedicated themselves to farming, raising livestock, and building the 

convent itself, but Borucki suggests that for Molina “labor was not the point” (204). On the 

whole, this approach marks a refreshing departure from scholarship about slavery that has 

made labor so central to the identities of black subjects that they seem wholly circumscribed 

by their material circumstances. In other moments, more creative understandings of labor—

as immaterial, for example, or as reproductive—might invite closer dialogue with that 

scholarship. How did some black contributions to rioplatense society (by women, beyond 

cities, off the documentary record) come to be valued less than those made by men, in 

military service, for the republic of letters, or through marriage? Where does the intellectual 

work of a figure like Molina fit alongside military labor in cementing claims to political 
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leadership (an endpoint of Borucki’s connected trajectories, appearing in the conclusion)? 

These are speculative questions for sure, and ones that only extend the refreshing lines of 

thinking that Borucki brought to the study of Río de la Plata’s late colonial and early national 

periods. 

 

David Sartorius 

University of Maryland 


