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PREFACE 

The presence of the letrado, the lettered states

man, was a major factor in the course of Latin American 

history. Essayists, historians, philologists, and poets 

gave a dynamic and intriguing impulse to the process of 

Latin American political evolution. Far too often, 

however, these leaders were visionaries and idealists who 

clung relentlessly to their principles, many of which 

were inconsistent with the realities of society. This 

has been the reason for much of anarchy and chaos which 

plagued Latin America during the state-making process. 

Many nations have never recovered from this legacy. 

Chile was, however, an exception. No other country had 

been blessed with so many letrados who, although dedicated 

to their ideals, sacrificed ideology in the name of the 

country. In Chile's case, historians made up the ranks 

of her enlightened leaders; Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna 

stood out as the apostle of national unity who consis

tently affirmed the supremacy of the patria over all 

other considerations. His historical works, coupled with 

his political activities which were drawn from his 

historical understanding, were an important force in 

Chile's rise to the model republic of nineteenth-century 

iii 



Latin America. This Master's Thesis deals with Vicuna 

MacKenna's influence as a letrado in Chile's political 

trans formation. 

I became interested in Chilean and, especially, 

Latin American intellectual history while enrolled in a 

graduate seminar directed by Professor George A. Brubaker 

at the University of Arizona. Entering the course filled 

with ideas about writing a research paper on the Spanish 

Borderlands, I soon learned that there was a greater and 

more interesting world well within the "Rim of Christian-

dom." Professor Brubaker encouraged me to look at the 

countries of South America, which are becoming increasingly 

ignored by American scholarship. He also encouraged 

me to search stacks of the University Library for works 

by Latin Americans. As a result, I chose the topic of 

Vicuna MacKenna and nineteenth-century Chile. With 

Professor Brubaker*s encouragement, I decided to expand 

my paper into a Master's Thesis. 

I want to thank Professors John V. Mering and 

James Donohoe for reading my thesis and for making 

constructive suggestions for its improvement. I also 

appreciate the efforts of Professor Enrique Cortes of 

California State University at Dominguez Hills for the 

encouragement and assistance he gave me during the 

research phase of my thesis. Special thanks are due 

to Ms. Brigitte Hees Sokolowsky, who helped me edit 



and type the preliminary drafts. Finally, I thank 

Professor George A. Brubaker for the many hours he 

spent with me during the entire writing process and 

for sharing with me his vast knowledge of the Latin 

American mind. 
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ABSTRACT 

The historian Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna played a 

singular role in the political evolution of nineteenth-

century Chile. He was Chile's most popular historian who 

wrote on all aspects of Chilean thought and culture. 

Although a dedicated liberal, he made national unity the 

principal message of his writings and urged Chileans to 

view their past as a long formative process through which 

Chile would emerge as a modern liberal republic. He 

explained that all aspects of Chile's past, positive or 

negative, were essential stages in this transformation. 

Vicuna MacKenna also attempted to prove that his nation 

had reached the final juncture of her journey. As a 

leading political biographer, he exhorted his countrymen 

to praise their leaders as patriots who sacrificed 

everything in their search for the model republic. 

Finally, Vicuna MacKenna displayed his greatest talents 

as a historian-politician during the War of the Pacific 

when he called his nation to arms against Bolivia and 

Peru, nations which he believed to have represented 

anarchy, colonialism, and retrogression. 

vii 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Simon Bolivar wrote in his Jamaican Letter that 

among the nations of Latin America, Chile would have a 

long and stable government. In explaining the reasons for 

Chile's bright future, he stated: 

There the spirit of liberty has never been extin
guished; the vices of Europe and Asia arrived too 
late or not at all to corrupt the customs of that 
distant corner of the world. Its area is limited; 
and, as it is remote from other peoples, it will 
always remain free from contamination. Chile will 
not alter her laws, ways, and practices. She will 
preserve her uniform political and religious views. 
In a word, it is possible for Chile to be free.l 

Chile's nineteenth-century leaders realized Boli

var's prophecy. In 1833 they erected a highly centralized 

state which existed for nearly a century with only two 

serious political disturbances, a remarkable fact in Latin 

America. These realistic leaders based their state-making 

formula on tradition. Instead of uprooting Chilean society 

after the struggle for independence, they retained the 

political and economic status quo. Their regime often 

1. Simon Bolivar, Selected Writings of Bolivar, 
comp. Vicente Lecuna, ed. Harold A. Bierk, (New York, 
1951), I, 117. 

1 
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resembled a republican form of the Spanish colonial system, 

but their efforts went beyond conservative statecraft. 

Many argued that the creation of a national culture would 

greatly enhance the process of national consolidation. 

Andres Bello, a leading intellectual of that period, called 

this movement the process of "mental emancipation. 

Bello explained that Latin Americans wrongly embraced non-

Hispanic ideas in their zealous efforts to break with 

Spain, ideas which he considered wholly inapplicable to 

the realities of Latin American society. He argued that 

Latin Americans should study their national character as 

a means to implement viable political and economic 

programs. Bello pointed to the war-torn republics of 

Columbia and Argentina to illustrate the effects of 

ideological anarchy. By accepting Bello's thought Chile's 

enlightened leaders encouraged the development of native 

•intellectual resources which helped them to give direction 

to the course of mental emancipation. Consequently, the 

1840s witnessed the rapid emergence of the Chilean schools 

of agriculture, economics, law, natural sciences and 

letters. 

Historians led the cause for mental emancipation 

within the national school of letters. Under Bello's 

2. Andres Bello, "Modo de escribir la historia," 
in Obras completas, (Caracas, 1957), XIX, 251. 
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tutelage, they wrote on every aspect of Chilean thought 

and culture. Their success earned them the reputation as 

the most advanced school of Latin American historians in 

the nineteenth century. But Bello's influence had its 

limitations. As a result of Chile's political maturation, 

many of these historians went beyond the confines of 

academia and became prominent liberal activists. Conse

quently/ their historical interpretations gradually 

reflected their political ideologies. But among these 

distinguished historians, Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna stood 

out as the most active fighter for the cause of Chilean 

unity. 

Vicuna MacKenna (1831-1886) played a singular role 

in the political transformation of his nation. He typi

fied the nineteenth-century liberal. Like his colleagues 

he was a fervent liberal activist, but he differed from 

them when he reaffirmed the primacy of national union. 

He ultimately agreed with the course his nation had 

chosen to follow. He developed the theme of national 

unity throughout his historical works. When writing about 

his own times, he sought to inspire public confidence in 

Chile's political and economic institutions, and, above 

all, in her future. He also glorified the lives of 

Chile's major leaders in an attempt to create a national 

pantheon of heroes. Hero worship, he believed, was an 

effective unifying force in the state-making process. 
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Finally/ Vicuna MacKenna tested the strength of national 

unity during the War of the Pacific (1879-1884). He 

believed that the war, in which his strong nation attacked 

the weaker republics of Bolivia and Peru over the nitrate-

rich Atacarna desert, was an inevitable consequence of 

Chile's remarkable evolution. As a historian he justified 

the war on moral and political grounds. As a statesman, 

he urged his countrymen to rally behind the motherland 

during her time of crisis. Vicuna MacKenna's vividly 

detailed histories of the war were a testimonial to 

Chile's heroic moment. The success of Vicuna MacKenna's 

mission to unify the republic earned him the title of the 

"spiritual guide of the nation."3 

A Brief Sketch of Nineteenth-Century Chile 

The Chile about which Vicuna MacKenna wrote was a 

nation whose people longed for national identity. Through

out the colonial period the small, isolated kingdom 

amounted to little more than an extension of the Vice-

royalty of Peru. During that time communications to and 

from the colony were linked with Peru. Chile's colonial 

administrators answered directly to the Viceroy in Lima. 

3. Eugenio Claudio Vicuna, Vicuna MacKenna, vida 
y trabajos, (Santiago, 1951), p. 351. 
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Peruvian domination even reached the intellectual realm 

inasmuch as prominent Chileans attended Lima's University 

of San Marcos. But out of this period of dependency, 

Chilean nationalism began to emerge. 

Blessed with the forces which enhanced national 

cohesion, Chile enjoyed relative geographic and cultural 

homogeneity. Furthermore a small land-owning elite domi

nated Chilean society as feudal overlords. Well-versed 

in the works of Alonso de Ercilla and Juan Ignacio 

Molina, these aristocrats developed a deep fascination 

with the land. Some even idealized themselves as 

descendants of the fiercely independent Araucanians, the 

Chilean Indians who resisted the Spanish conquest. By 

the end of the colonial period most of Chile's elites 

became strong critics of Peruvian rule. Although their 

regionalist attitudes intensified during the last years 

of the eighteenth century, most remained loyal to the 

Crown after 1810. 

Chile was unprepared for liberation during the 

revolutionary decade of 1810. Napoleon seized the 

Spanish Crown in 180 8 and named his brother, Joseph 

Bonaparte, Emperor of Spain. With the monarch gone, the 

Chilean elites assumed power declaring that the Vice-

royalty no longer had jurisdiction over the province. 

In justifying their rule, they explained that they 

intended only to maintain harmony in the province until 
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the Crown was restored. But they lost control in 1811 when 

a small group of radicals, led by the dashing young 

caudillo Jose Miguel Carrera, usurped power and estab

lished the foundations of permanent self-rule. Despite 

Carrera's bold move, he did not proclaim independence. 

Nevertheless, his usurpation caused concern in Lima, 

where the Viceroy ordered an expeditionary campaign to 

expel the rebels. After a brief war of reconquest, 

royalist forces chased the Chilean patriots across the 

Andes. Final liberation eventually came in 1817 when a 

joint Chilean and Argentine army led by the Argentine 

liberator Jose de San Martin, defeated royalist forces 

at Chacabuco and Maipu. With Chile liberated, San Martin 

continued on to Lima to complete his mission to free the 

rest of the continent. He left his Chilean lieutenant 

Bernardo O'Higgins as Supreme Dictator of Chile. 

O'Higgins ruled as a virtual dictator between 1817 

and 1823. His dictatorial methods notwithstanding, he 

established the foundations of republicanism at a time 

when San Martin and Bolivar were considering monarchy as 

a possible system of government for Latin America. 

Although O'Higgins was a soldier, he displayed the 

talents of an able statesman when he created Chile's 

first program of public education and established diplo

matic relations with European and other Latin American 

nations. Eventually, however, Chile grew weary of his 
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rule. Most Chileans criticized him for having spent too 

much money and time in supporting San Martin's campaigns 

in Peru. The old landed aristocracy distrusted him as an 

outsider who was potentially hostile to their interests. 

Liberals were dissatisfied with his reluctance to grant 

more political freedom. In 1823, amid rising disorder, 

O'Higgins relinquished power in an attempt to avoid civil 

war. 

The rise and fall of a series of liberal and 

conservative regimes highlighted the tumultuous years 

following O'Higgins' demise. Despite the gains national 

leaders made in the expansion of public education and in 

the reassumption of trade and commerce, the urgent feder-

alist-centralist question remained unresolved. The 

failure of the liberals to provide a solution weakened 

their political base and resulted in political faction

alism, and, eventually, civil war. Ultimately, conserva

tives, led by Diego Portales, prevailed in a brief 

rebellion over liberal forces at Lircay in 1830. 

Once in power, Portales and his followers 

initiated vast changes within Chilean society. They 

established a "strong, centralized government," which 

"led the citizenry down the path of order and virtue."^ 

4. Raul Silva Castro, ed. Ideas £ confesiones de 
Portales, (Santiago, 1969), p. 19. 
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Their government was equally devoted to the economic 

development of the nation. Of their success, Alberto 

Edwards Vives wrote: 

The transformation that took place in Chile in 
the space of a few months, under the powerful 
hands of this man of genius, was so radical and 
so profound that one imagines that he is reading 
the history of another country. This period was 
so completely distinct from the previous one, 
not only in the material form of its institutions 
and accomplishments, but also in the spirit of 
the society.5 

Although Portales, who ruled as a minister, was assas

sinated in 1837, his system of order and progress 

remained intact until 1891. Chilean historians referred 

to this sixty-year period as the- "Portalian Era" (1830-

1891) . 

The Portalian system of government was authoritar

ian and often repressive, but, to its supporters, its 

intent to eradicate political disorder justified its 

existence. Through the Constitution of 1833 the Portalian 

leaders institutionalized centralized rule. The 

constitution placed full power in the hands of the 

executive, but restricted the presidency to two five-year 

terms as a safeguard against dictatorship. This resulted 

in the regular succession of the presidency. Julio Heise 

Gonzalez, a recent historian, explained that this system 

5. Alberto Edwards Vives, La Fronda aristocratica, 
(Santiago, 1936), p. 38. 
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functioned well because Portalian leaders understood 

that Chileans had been accustomed to authoritarian 

rule since colonial times.6 

Once order was achieved, Portalian leaders 

directed their energies toward the economic transfor

mation of the nation. A new ruling class of businessmen 

and industrialists, many of whom were members of the great 

landed families, rose and directed Chile on a course of 

economic modernization. Recognizing the deficiencies of 

native resources, they often turned to foreign innovation 

and investment. They sent students to foreign agricul

tural schools and expositions in an attempt to transplant 

to Chile new techniques. Their efforts brought about the 

self-sufficiency of the young republic. They made even 

more impressive gains in industry and commerce. Chile 

built her first railroad in 1851, among the earliest in 

Latin America. They also implemented wide scale road 

and communication programs which later enhanced the 

development of Chile's infant silver-mining industry. 

Joint Chilean and British businesses sprang up almost 

overnight. By 1860, the Chilean city of Valparaiso 

surpassed Callao, Peru, as the chief port on the Pacific. 

If order and progress were the hallmarks of the 

Portalian Era, more impressive and enduring was the 

6. Julio Heise Gonzalez, Anos de formacion £ 
aprendizaje polxticos, 1810-1833, (Santiago, 1978), p. 216. 
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development of Chilean intellectual life. Portales took 

the lead in encouraging Chile's intellectual transforma

tion when he invited the Venezuelan emigre philologist 

Andres Bello into the government. Portales' successors 

followed his example and brought other such luminaries 

as the Spanish mathematician Antonio Gorbea and the 

French naturalist Claudio Gay. These scholars joined with 

their Chilean counterparts and initiated broad programs 

in public education which culminated in the formation of 

the National University in 1842. The opening day at that 

institution marked the rise of the literary "Generation of 

1842," a movement of young scholars who laid the founda

tion of Chile's great intellectual tradition. At the 

same time, the Chilean academies of agriculture, engi

neering, and law began full operation. By 1860 Latin 

America had come to admire the intellectual life of Chile. 

Soon young scholars from Argentina, Bolivia, and Peru 

were a common sight in the classroom of Chilean 

universities. 

Portalian Chile was not, however, without its 

problems. Liberals, many of whom were products of the 

era, opposed the regime as a return to colonial reaction. 

Jose Victorino Lastarria, the most vocal liberal activist 

during their time, wrote in 1861: 

We ourselves are the witnesses of this triumph, 
as we belong to this generation which ... has 
developed and learned in the scorn of liberal 
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principles...in the lack of stability and 
efficacy of republican institutions, in the 
persuasion that they are a farce, because 
authority in its practice has discredited 
them.7 

Liberals also opposed the regime's retention of a state 

religion and primogenitor entailment, and its restriction 

of the press. But liberal gains came gradually and a 

shift in the balance of power developed during the 1860s. 

Eventually, the Portalian system collapsed in 1891 when 

the liberal strongman, Jose Manuel Balmaceda, attempted 

to defy an increasingly powerful parliament by reasserting 

the powers of the Portalian presidency. Alarmed by the 

prospect of dictatorship, the combined conservative and 

liberal forces overthrew Balmaceda, thereby consolidating 

parliamentary rule. Legislative government characterized 

the period that followed. 

The perils of rapid modernization became apparent 

during the 1870s. The inflationary policies of Portalian 

economics destabilized the economy and undermined the 

self-sufficiency of the nation. Agricultural production 

suffered as industry drew labor and government support 

away from the countryside. Soon, Chile found necessary 

the importation of wheat and other commodities. When 

despression came in 1875, Santiago, already swollen with 

the unemployed, became a hotbed of discontent. Eventually, 

7. Jose Victorino Lastarria, Portales, juicio 
historico, (Santiago, 1973) , p.. 41. 



the prospect of war with Argentina in 1876, and with Peru 

and Bolivia in 1879, enabled Portalian leaders to divert 

attention away from internal matters until the War of the 

Pacific when Chile's remarkable victory revitalized her 

national treasury and brought national unity. 

The War of the Pacific marked the zenith of Chile's 

Portalian Era. The conflict began during a dispute 

between Chile and Bolivia over the nitrate-rich Atacama 

desert, an ill-defined area which served as a border 

between the two republics. Chile later attacked Peru 

after discovering the existence of a secret defense 

treaty between Peru and Bolivia. Although neither side 

was fully prepared for a long war, Chile quickly assumed 

the role of aggressor. After a series of epic land and 

sea battles, Chile gained control of the entire territory 

under dispute. After two years of fighting, Chilean 

forces finally marched into the Peruvian capital. The 

Treaty of Ancon of 18 83 legalized Chile's annexation of 

Bolivian and Peruvian claims in the Atacama. 

Despite Chile's aggression, most Chileans believed 

that it was their nation's destiny to spread a civiliza

tion of republican virtues by defeating the forces of 

retrogression, which the backward, dictator-plagued 

nations of Bolivia and Peru represented. The results of 

the war assured Chileans that they had at last become 

the "English of the Pacific." Praise also came from 
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abroad. Ruben Dario, the greatest of Latin American poets, 

once said: 

In the psychology of the Chilean there predom
inates the spirit of enterprise...in the home 
there exists hospitality. There is in the 
Chilean a certain dryness, a certain roughness 
which is found in few Latins. It is known that 
the Chileans call themselves the "English of 
Latin America." And there is truth in points 
of comparison that support such claims. Above 
all, both are, England and Chile, disciples of 
the sea.® 

Biographical Sketch of Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna 

Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna's life spanned the years 

of Chile's Portalian Era. Born in 1831, he came from a 

wealthy aristocratic family which had been prominent in 

Chilean history. His maternal grandfather, General Juan 

MacKenna, led patriot forces during the wars for indepen

dence. Vicuna MacKenna's paternal grandfather, Ramon 

Francisco Vicuna, was a leading liberal activist during 

the tumultuous decade of the 1820s. Pedro Felix Vicuna, 

Benjamin's father, co-founded and edited El Mercurio de 

Valparaiso, Chile's most respected daily. 

Vicuna MacKenna received a traditional education 

influenced by Portalian attitudes. Although his training 

8. Ruben Darfo, "Chile," in El Caracter chileno, 
ed. Herncfn Godoy, (Santiago, 1976), p. 234. 



was for a career as a lawyer, the political and literary 

atmosphere of the Vicuna MacKenna household exercised a 

greater influence inasmuch as Benjamin discovered that 

history was his primary interest. By age eighteen he had 

published his first article, "El Sitio de Chilian en 1813," 

which dealt with the Spanish reconquest during the struggle 

for independence. Upon graduation in 1849 at the National 

University, Vicuna MacKenna read his "La Guerra a Muerte," 

which extolled the heroism of Chile's patriots. His 

reading signified his formal incorporation into the 

literary "Generation of 1842." 

While Vicuna MacKenna wrote as an apprentice 

historian, the lure of politics eventually drew him into 

a long, stormy political career. He joined the "Society 

of Equality," an organization of young university 

liberals, which brought him into association with Jose 

Victorino Lastarria, Francisco Bilbao, and other prominent 

liberals. Eventually, Vicuna MacKenna's political career 

caused a confrontation with Andres Bello, rector of the 

National University. After a temporary expulsion from 

the school, Vicuna MacKenna participated in a street 

rebellion against the government. As a result, he spent 

the next three years in exile in Europe. 

During his years in exile, Vicuna MacKenna trav

elled throughout Europe and the United States, where he 

made detailed observations on culture and technology. 



Vicuna MacKenna called on such intellectual giants as 

Alexander von Humboldt, Claudio Gay, and William H. 

Prescott. While in Great Britain, Vicuna MacKenna 

attended the Academy of Cirencester in hopes of one day 

bringing back to Chile the new ideas and techniques in 

agriculture. During his visit to Spain, he discovered 

the lost manuscript of Diego de Rosales' Historia del 

9 -
remo de Chile. But Vicuna MacKenna was always bitter 

about his exile and after his first year abroad he wrote 

nostalgically about Chile. He described the nations of 

Europe as "countries of gold which gave nothing to the 

heart. Whether in Paris or in California, Vicuna 

MacKenna always sought comfort in the immigrant Chilean 

community. Years later, as a historian, he sympathized 

with Chilean leaders who had suffered political ostracism 

Immediately upon his return to Chile in 1854, 

Vicuna MacKenna followed a career in journalism. Eager 

to introduce what he had learned abroad, Vicuna MacKenna 

edited El^ Mansajero de la Agricultura, the weekly journal 

of the National Society of Agriculture. Through it he 

published articles on subjects which ranged from sheep 

9. Diego de Rosales' (1603-1677). Historia del 
reino de Chile was the first geographic and political 
description on Chile. 

10. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Cuatro cartas de 
Vicuna MacKenna," Revista Chilena de Historia y Geografia 
LXX (July-Dec., 1931) 168. 



raising to meteorology. While writing for the Agricultural 

Society, Vicuna MacKenna began publishing his first histor

ical works in El Ferrocarril, the respected Santiago 

newspaper. His biographies of General Juan MacKenna and 

of Juan Ignacio Molina marked his emergence as one of 

Chile's most popular writers. Soon his works appeared 

in El Mercurio and El Liberal. Before his death in 1886, 

his writings had appeared in almost every major Chilean 

newspaper or magazine. It was through journalism that 

he advocated reform of Chilean society. 

Eventually, Vicuna MacKenna returned to politics, 

but he modified his approach from that of a street rebel 

to that of one who sought gradual reform. Having emerged 

as a leading anti-clerical, Vicuna MacKenna also supported 

such diverse issues as prison reform, a South American 

confederation, and the encouragement of European immi

gration as an economic measure. Through his political 

writings, Vicuna MacKenna won the respect of the Chilean 

people. He eventually used his popularity to acquire 

many government offices. He served as a senator and as a 

provincial governor. In 1876 he ran unsuccessfully for 

president of the republic. As Intendant of Santiago, one 

of his greatest achievements was his implementation of a 

vast public works and renovation program which trans

formed the Chilean capital into one of the most modern 

cities in the Americas. In 1878 Vicuna MacKenna helped 



mediate a potentially dangerous boundary dispute with 

Argentina. Although his political achievements were 

great, Vicuna MacKenna acquired his fame through the 

writing of history. 

Vicuna MacKenna was the most widely-read historian 

of nineteenth-century Chile. He wrote numerous works on 

topics which ranged from a biography of Diego Portales 

to a study of medicine and public health in colonial 

Santiago. He took a great interest in lively, popular 

subjects but his political portraits of O'Higgins and 

other national leaders constitute his most notable works. 

His biographies often created controversy. The writing 

of political histories was a dangerous occupation in the 

Portalian Era, a period still dominated by prominent 

figures of the early republican eras. In 1861 Francisco 

Rodriguez Velasco charged Vicuna MacKenna for having 

slandered his father, Jose Antonio Rodriguez Aldea, in 

a book entitled El Ostracismo de 0'Higgins.^ The 

conflict eventually resulted in a litigation that was to 

determine if Vicuna MacKenna had violated one of the 

stringent Portalian libel laws. A highly contested trial 

resulted in his acquittal. During the trial, Vicuna 

11. Jose Antonio Rodriguez Aldea served as mini
ster of finance during the Bernardo O'Higgins regime. 
Most historians, including Vicuna MacKenna, have made 
Rodriguez Aldea the scapegoat at whom they blamed the 
great corruption of the era. 
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MacKenna submitted numerous historical documents as 

evidence of his innocence. Months after the trial, Vicuna 

MacKenna wrote: 

This accused book is perhaps the first one written 
in Chile from the sacred archives of the protago
nists of America's greatest era. No doubt that 
it is perhaps the first that went beyond the limits 
of a lifeless chronicle. Its truths are solemn, 
proven, and irrefutable. For this they accuse it; 
not for justification, but for vengeance and spite. 
spite.12 

The conflict with Rodriquez Velasco did not deter Vicuna 

MacKenna from continuing his historical labors. The years 

that followed saw the publication of some of his greatest 

works, among them were El general don Jose de San Martin 

(1863), Don Diego Portales (1863), and his Francisco Moyen 

or the Inquisition as it was in South America (1868) . 

This period also marked the first part of his mission, 

the creation of the Chilean image. 

12. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Mi defensa ante el 
jurado de imprenta que tuvo lugar en Valparaiso 21, 24 de 
junio de 1861," Revista Chilena de Historia £ Geografia, 
LXX, (July-Dec., 1931), 136. 



CHAPTER II 

BENJAMIN VICUNA MACKENNA AND THE CHILEAN IMAGE 

Most Chileans during the 1860s believed their 

nation was rapidly becoming a modern liberal republic. 

One Chilean remarked that "the spirit of order and 

prudence predominates in Chile in all sectors of society, 

and this same spirit, united with the love of liberty is 

what reflects in the political institutions of the 

country.Vicuna MacKenna also held such ideas. He 

always approved of the course his nation followed. He 

applauded the economic development that Chile was 

experiencing, and he took pride in the intellectual 

flowering of the Portalian Era, of which he was a 

product. But as a liberal thinker he was confronted with 

certain aspects of Portalian society which conflicted 

with his liberal attitudes. For example, he opposed 

Chile's centralized government, although he eventually 

overcame this obstacle by embracing national liberalism. 

By affirming the primacy of national union, he was able to 

1. Vicente Perez Rosales, "Ensayo sobre Chile," 
in El Caracter chileno, ed. Hernan Godoy, (Santiago, 1976), 
p. 184. 
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absolve Chile's shortcomings as evils necessary in the 

formative process of the Chilean nation. But he 

believed the 1860s were a period of transformation in 

which these evils were gradually reformed. The Portalian 

creed was now no longer "Order and Progress," but rather 

"Reform and Progress." This was the image he presented 

of his nation. 

Vicuna MacKenna based his concept of the Chilean 

image on his philosophy of history. He was once said to 

have stated, "our history has no other value than that of 

being our own.1" He believed that Chilean history was an 

evolutionary process that would eventually result in the 

formation of the modern liberal republic. He explained 

that the years of colonial rule, republican chaos, and, 

finally, Portalian despotism were essential stages in 

Chile's evolution. The Portalian years after 1860 were 

the beginning of the final stage. Although very Hegelian 

in his thinking, Vicuna MacKenna derived much of his 

philosophy from Chile's greatest thinkers, Andres Bello 

and Jose Victorino Lastarria. 

Andres Bello (1781-1865) was the architect of the 

Portalian Era. Born in Caracas, Venezuela, he came to 

Chile in 1829 on the invitation of liberal president 

2. Francisco Antonio Encina, "Breye bosquejo de 
la literatura historica chilena," Atanea, XCV (Sept.-Oct., 
1949), 43. 



Francisco Antonio Pinto. Immediately after his arrival, 

Bello assumed control of the cultural development of 

his adopted nation. After the conservative revolution 

in 1830, he gained the attention of Diego Portales, who 

brought him into the government. As a foreigner Bello 

refused to take part in politics; he was, nevertheless, 

instrumental in the writing of the Constitution of 1833. 

His association with the Portalian regime, coupled with 

his belief in Aristotelian principles, made him appear 

as the apostle of conservative authoritarianism. But 

Bello had many qualities which could be traced to 

liberal ideology. He always upheld individual rights, 

a belief reflected in his monumental codification of 

Chilean law. He was also well-versed in the works of 

James Mill and Jeremy Bentham. Although Bello's philo

sophy has many strong Hegelian characteristics, it is 

uncertain whether he used Hegel as a model. Nevertheless, 

Bello formalized what Portales embodied. In justifying 

Portalian rule, he explained that strong centralized rule 

was a necessary measure to instill order during the 

period after liberation from Spain. Chile could not 

undertake reform until she achieved order and until she 

recognized her national character. 

Vicuna MacKenna's relationship with Bello is 

unclear. Their conflict in 1848 arose over the appointment 

of a university official and not over philosophical or 
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academic ideas.3 Bello had ceased to teach when Vicuna Mac-

Kenna entered the National University, but as rector Bello 

exerted considerable influence on the university's curricu

lum and philosophy. Bello's cry for mental emancipation 

reverberated throughout the halls of the National Univer

sity. He urged Vicuna MacKenna and other young Chileans to 

study history and to recognize their national character. 

In this way they could create Chile's national institutions, 

and, finally, an American civilization. He explained: 

Our civilization will be judged by its achieve
ments; and if one sees us servilely copy what is 
European or what is not applicable, what will be 
the judgment of a Michelet or a Guizot? They will 
say: America has not broken its chains; it crawls 
with hoodwinked eyes, it fails to breathe into its 
work originality; it imitates European philosophy 
and does not know its own soul. Its civilization 
is an exotic plant that has not yet nourished 
itself from the soil which sustains it.4 

But Bello did not advocate the complete rejection of 

European ideas. His visionary American civilization 

could never break from the great western tradition. 

Instead it would represent another aspect just as the 

English and Spanish civilizations. 

Although Bello was not a historian, he interpreted 

Chilean history as constituting a strong current in the 

3. Ricardo Donoso, Don Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, 
vida £ trabajos, (Santiago, 1925), pp. 27-28. 

4. Bello, Qbras completas, XIX, 251. 



evolutionary process that would create American civili

zation. He viewed Chile's pre-Columbian past as an age 

of barbarism similar to that of ancient Gaul. Spain came 

to Chile to civilize, as Rome had gone to Gaul. The 

mixing of Spain and America planted the seeds of a new 

civilization, whose culture was a "modified and improved" 

version of that of the conqueror.5 The colonial period 

was, therefore, Chile's Middle Ages during which the new 

civilization developed and changed. Consequently, Chile 

and her sister-nations had matured to a point where they 

outgrew the need for Spanish rule. Independence was, 

Bello believed, the inevitable process through which 

American civilization seized autonomy in an attempt to 

further enhance its own development. Bello saw Portalian 

rule as necessary for the preservation of order at a time 

when anarchy was rife. 

Vicuna MacKenna's generation accepted much of 

Bello's philosophy, but some liberals took issue with his 

concept of the development of American civilization. 

Jose Victorino Lastarria (1822-1889), Chile's foremost 

liberal ideologue, articulated the faults in Bello's 

thought. The native-born Lastarria condemned Bello's 

5. Andres Bello, "Sobre las Investigaciones sobre 
la influencia de la conquista y del sistema colonial de 
los espanoles en Chile de J.V. Lastarria," in Obras 
completas, (Caracas, 1957), XIX, 165. 



philosophy of history as fatalistic.6 in his Investi-

gaciones sobre la influencia de la conquista £ del sistema 

colonial de los espanoles en Chile/ Lastarria offered his 

own concept of Chilean history, which was consistent with 

the emergent Positivism of the time. Lastarria urged 

Chile to negate its colonial past because Spanish civili

zation left nothing positive on which to build an American 

civilization. He added that it "is known that the Span

iards conquered America, enriching its soil with blood, 

not to colonize but rather to take control of precious 

metals which it abundantly produces."7 The colonial' 

period was but a reflection of Spain's intentions. 

Furthermore, it was a period during which Spain trans

planted to America monarchy, nobility, the Inquisition, 

primogeniture, and other vices of the medieval world. 

Carrying Bello's concept of mental emancipation to its 

extreme form, Lastarria assailed the liberators for 

having liberated Latin America only half way. The men of 

independence merely traded Ferdinand VII for another 

monarch, Diego Portales.8 

6. Leopold Zea, The Latin American Mind, trans1. 
by James H. Abbott and Lowell Dunham, (Norman, Oklahoma, 
1966), p. 135. 

7. Jose Victorino Lastarria, Investigaciones 
sobre la influencia de la conquista y del sistema colonial 
de los espanoles en Chile, (Santiago, 1844), p. 33. 

8. Jose Victorino Lastarria, La America, (Madrid, 
1917), II, 282. 



Lastarria's Investigaciones changed the course of 

Chilean intellectual life. Armed with their new gospel, 

the liberals strengthened their position and regained 

their place in society which they had lost in 1830. 

Following Lastarria's argument, young Chilean scholars 

published numerous works which condemned the Spanish 

past. Most notable were La Reconquista espanola by 

Miguel Luis and Gregorio Victor Amunategui, and El Primer 

gobierno nacional by Manuel Antonio Tocornal. Even Bello 

from his high office, could not contain the liberal 

resurgence. He issued a reply in his newspaper, El 

Araucano, which reaffirmed his philosophy of Chilean 

history. He argued that Lastarria's essay was the result 

of poor research. He explained that it also proved that 

Chileans were not fully prepared for interpretive studies 

He added that Chile's apprentice historians should adhere 

to a narrative approach at least until more documents 

became available. 

As a restless young liberal, Vicuna MacKenna 

viewed Bello's advice as too moderate and he embraced 

Lastarria's extremism. In his first published work, 

El Sitio de Chilian, Vicuna MacKenna portrayed the 

struggle for independence as a process which delivered 

Chile from Spanish despotism and medievalism. He 

presented the radical hothead Jose Miguel Carrera as the 

messiah who attempted to lead Chile out of her age of 



darkness. Carrying his analogies to an extreme, Vicuna 

MacKenna idealized Carrera as the "dashing Lautaro," the 

legendary Araucanian chieftain who defied the Spanish 

Conquest. He even denounced Carrera's moderate rivals, 

O'Higgins and San Martin.^ But in time, Vicuna MacKenna 

came to understand the senselessness of praising one 

patriot and condemning another, especially in view of the 

fact that they all believed in the same cause. Further

more, such polemics divided the nation in its quest for 

an interpretation of the past. Vicuna MacKenna soon 

moderated his historical approach. Echoing Bello, he 

explained that historians should use the narrative method 

when dealing with vital questions. He added that "in 

front of the greatest crises, prudence and reflexion are 

the best auxiliaries of truth.By the 1860s Vicuna 

MacKenna's historical method resembled a blending of the 

ideas of Lastarria and Bello. 

Vicuna MacKenna viewed Chilean history as an 

evolutionary process that would eventually result in the 

formation of the modern liberal republic. He found 

through the biographies of the greatest figures of the 

colonial period that this process began with the Conquest. 

9. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "El Sitio de Chilian 
en 1813," Miseelanea, (Santiago, 1872-1874) II, 65. 

10. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Lei de Progreso," 
in Miscelanea, (Santiago, 1872-1874) II, 201. 



Spain came not to plunder but to transplant its civiliza

tion onto the New World. He conceded that many conquis-

tadores came solely to enrich themselves, but he added 

that this aspect of the Conquest had been exaggerated. 

He traced the life of Pedro de Valdivia, the conquerer 

of Chile, to illustrate Spain's true intentions. 

Valdivia came to bring civilization to a barbaric and 

savage land. Vicuna MacKenna cautioned that Valdivia 

had been brutal, but such acts belonged to that "age of 

religious barbarism."H Although Vicuna MacKenna 

believed that Spain brought many positive aspects, he 

continued to view the colonial era as an age of darkness. 

Nevertheless, all of these elements, good or bad,, were 

characteristics of the embryonic Chilean nation. While 

the colonial era gave Chile its character, the republican 

era would gradually correct its defects. 

Of the many defects Spain brought to Chile, non-

productivity was the greatest. Vicuna MacKenna believed 

that the Chileans inherited a strong aversion toward 

work, a trait which they derived from both their Spanish 

and Indian ancestors. Laziness typified Chile during the 

colonial era. This is why Chile was the worst of Spain's 

colonial enterprises. Despite repeated attempts by 

11. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Pedro de Valdi-
vis," in Relaciones historicas, (Santiago, 1936), p. 59. 



imperial officials to make the colony profitable, Chile 

12 ^ ^ "took everything and gave nothing." Vicuiia MacKenna 

believed that the presence of an idle, landowning 

aristocracy perpetuated this aspect of Chilean culture. 

The aristocracy set no example for the common Chilean who 

lived apart from his colonial overlords. To illustrate 

his point, Vicuna MacKenna wrote: 

The hacendado was always in the city. The 
hacienda was left to the sun, the great over
seer of our fields, of our peasant workers, 
and of our bulls. In the spring the owner 
often went back into the country to drink 
with his cronies at the rodeos. . . .This 
type of work, that is to say, the supreme 
leisure, was the only exercise which suited 
a man of good lineage, a citizen, a nobleman. 

Vicuna MacKenna added that this national affliction reached 

all sectors of colonial society, from the farms to the 

mines, and into the streets of Santiago. He traced the 

lives of urban colonials in his Historia de Santiago to 

illustrate the extent of this peculiar characteristic. 

He wrote that in the Chilean capital after lunch, which 

included many rich and lavish desserts, citizens all 

engaged in the siesta. 

It lasted two or three hours and was so general 
in custom that the first foreigners who visited 
Chile after 1810 were shocked by the absolute 
desolation in the streets between two and four 

12. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "La Aurora," Pagi-
nas escogidas, (Santiago, 1931), p. 165. 

13. Vicuna MacKenna, "Lei de progreso," Miscela-
nea,II, 383. 
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o'clock in the afternoon. From that time on, 
santiaguinos used to say: during siesta only 
dogs and Englishmen ran about. 4 

But the Englishman who pounded the streets of hot, mid

day Santiago was not an obsessive or crazed figure. 

Vicuna MacKenna admired his diligence and hoped that his 

countrymen would attain such virtue. 

Vicuna MacKenna admitted that independence from 

Spain did not rid Chile of its cultural shortcomings. 

Nonetheless, he scanned his dictionary to find the super

latives that would adequately describe the effects of 

revolution. Independence marked the awakening of Chilean 

national consciousness. Chile was no longer considered 

the remote recess of the "Indias of Pizarro or Las 

Casas... but a nation of America criolla, the America of 

the huaso and of the cholo, of the llanero and the 

gaucho...."^ Furthermore, the Independence period 

produced the first national heroes, O'Higgins, Carreras, 

and San Martin. The heroes became the symbols which 

would prove useful during times of crises. But while 

Chile gained its freedom, its national character remained 

14. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Historia de Sant
iago," in Paginas escogidas, (Santiago, 1944), p. 115. 

15. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, La Independencia en 
el Peru, (Santiago, 1971), p. 5. The terms, huaso, cholo, 
llanero, and gaucho are regional variations for cowboy of 
Chile, Peru and Equador, Columbia and Venezuela, and 
Argentina respectively. Although Vicuna MacKenna knew them 
as criollos, American-born Spaniards, they were actually 
represented by the mestizo or mixed bloodtype. 



underdeveloped. Vicuna MacKenna explained that the subse

quent O'Higgins dictatorship and the series of disorderly 

liberal and conservative regimes attempted to resolve this 

problem. Their failure was, however, a constant reminder 

that Chile's road to perfection was very long. The 

Chilean image would not fuITy emerge until after the 

Portalian era. 

Vicuna MacKenna believed that the Portalian Era 

was the most crucial period in Chile's national formation. 

During this time Chile's leaders learned from the past and 

directed the nation on its final course toward liberal 

republicanism. Vicuna MacKenna explained, however, that 

the Portalian Era consisted of two periods. The first, 

which lasted between 1830 and 1860, was the conservative 

era in which Portales' regimen of "Order and Progress" 

persisted. Vicuna MacKenna added that Portales1 formula, 

although consistent with heterodox Positivism, was 

designed with Chilean realities in mind. Portales' 

creation of a strong, centralized government was a 

reaction to the disorder which plagued the 1820s. Vicuna 

MacKenna believed that Portales and his followers never 

aspired to liberal principles in government. In contrast, 

the Portalian system was liberal in its economic provisions. 

Vicuna MacKenna naturally praised this half of the 

Portalian equation. 



31 

While liberal historians could not deny the 

economic development of the Portalian Era, they generally 

avoided the subject in their works. Vicuna MacKenna was, 

however, the first to break ranks and write histories of 

economics! His works covered the entire history of 

mining and agriculture since the days of the conquest. 

Throughout his chapters he contrasted the moribund 

economies of the colonial and Independence period with 

the economy of the dynamic Portalian Era. In describing 

the insignificance of copper mining in colonial Chile, 

he wrote: 

Copper in Chile was not, consequently, a novel 
or dramatic element in colonial life. Its 
tranquil and humble profits, as that of wheat 
from our plains and the pemmican of our untamed 
herds raised on the flanks of the Andes, did 
not lend itself to the bloody episodes which 
registered in the annals of silver-rich Potosi 
when that turbulent city lived divided in .g 
fierce bands of Castillians and Biscayans. 

Although copper mining could not match the intensity of 

the silver industry, Vicuna MacKenna found that it greatly 

expanded after the 1830 revolution. In describing the 

copper industry in one province, he proudly boasted: 

At mid-century (1854) there existed in the entire 
province of Coquimbo no less than 109 furnaces; 
without counting the many in La Higuera, puerto 
de Coquimbo, Tongoi and la Herradura; three fed 
the workers of the Frenchman Lafourcade in Tamb-
illos; five furnaces of the Briceno brothers in 
Totoralillo, three in Camarones, of the Aristia 

16. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, El Libro del cobre 
i del carbon de piedra en Chile, (Santiago, 1883) , p. Ill 
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brothers, and ten of diverse industrialists 
situated on the banks of the Guatulame river, 
the northern frontier of the department of 
Combarbala.17 

The Portalian miracle in mining, industry, and 

agriculture changed the way Chileans saw themselves. By 

the 1860s many considered their nation as the "England 

of the Pacific." Their attitudes reflected the material 

accomplishments which sprang up around them. But Vicuna 

MacKenna believed that this change went deeper. The 

Chileans had experienced a spiritual transformation, 

during which they gained a work ethic. Vicuna MacKenna 

explained that "in thirty years, work, has become among 

us a right of the citizenry; it has regenerated itself, 

it has ennobled itself? work is now a national virtue, 

18 
work is king." He added that his new love for work 

implanted in the Chilean mind the idea of progress. This 

progressive spirit would in turn transcend the confines 

of materialism and would influence Chileans when they 

viewed society and politics. Vicuna MacKenna wrote that 

they would see that the "spirit of the colonial age still 

beats lively and strong," and that they would "extirpate 

it with a firm hand, searching for good in what was good, 

aspiring to liberty in what was free, and realizing 

17. Ibid., P. 292. 

18. Vicuna MacKenna, "Lei de progreso," de 
Miscelanea, II, 389. 



civilization in what was civilization."19 This was the 

task of the Chilean of Vicuna MacKenna*s day. Chile now 

entered the second period of the Portalian Era which 

began in 1860. This was the reformist phase during which 

the Portalian equation changed from "Order and Progress" 

to "Reform and Progress." 

Vicuna MacKenna believed that Chileans were 

morally obligated to eradicate the lingering traces of 

Spanish colonialism. Furthermore, the first thirty years 

of the Portalian Era, which was a "lesson of high virtue 

20 
and constant and sublime education," sufficiently 

prepared Chileans for their duty. The colonial world 

manifested itself in various ways during the Portalian 

Era, but its forms were invariably anti-liberal. They 

were usually identified as those which were inconsistent 

in civilizing society. Among them, public flogging was 

one of the most glaring examples. Vicuna MacKenna 

personally led the cause to eradicate this symbol of 

retrogression. In the chamber of deputies he proclaimed 

that whipping was the 

...punishment of the Conquest, because the Indian 
and Negro slave were the punished. During the 
colonial period, the only ones whipped in the 
public pillories were the Indians, the Negroes, 
and the mestizo, that is to say, the three social 

19. Ibid., II, 112. 

20. Ibid. 



classes which constituted our meek servitude. 
Never was a nobleman punished.21 

But while Vicuna MacKenna sympathized with the mistreated 

Indians of centuries past, he denounced their unassimi-

lated descendants in the name of progress. 

The Araucanian question had been a major 

preoccupation of Vicuna MacKenna as well as of other 

Chilean leaders. The Araucanians had lived as a nation 

within a nation in the southern provinces of the 

republic, where they defied repeated attempts by the 

government to subdue them and to colonize their rich 

lands. In 1861 the liberal government of Jose Joaquin 

Perez adopted a benevolent policy toward the renegades. 

During this time Vicuna MacKenna served in a delegation 

sent to study the possibility of incorporating them into 

the mainstream of Chilean society. His conclusions were, 

however, negative. By 186 8 he proclaimed that the Indian 

was but an "indomitable brute, an enemy of civilization" 

because "he adores only the vices which constitute the 

savage life." But Vicuna MacKenna advocated a conquest 

not of arms, but of civilization — railroads and farms — 

as the only effective and humane solution. Eventually 

21. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlemen-
tarios, (Santiago, 1939), II, 249. 

22. Ibid. I, 407. 



he hardened his stand as the problem persisted and, by 

1880, he supported a military campaign which finally 

subdued the Indian by 1883. 

The Indian problem had deep racial implications 

which reflected Portalian racial attitudes. Chileans 

had always maintained that they were a criollo nation. 

Even Vicuna MacKenna helped perpetuate this attitude. 

Criollismo, he believed, represented American civilization 

because it was the criollos like 0"Higgins, San Martin, 

and Portales who fathered and developed the nation. 

Naturally Vicuna MacKenna believed that the criollo, the 

nemesis of barbarism, was the ideal colonizer for the 

rich farmlands of Arauco. But Chile's national population 

remained small throughout the nineteenth century. This 

reminded Vicuna MacKenna of the necessity of immigration 

not only to populate the south, but also as a source for 

the physical and moral revitilization of the nation as a 

whole. The Araucanian problem assured him of the degener

ative qualities of Indian blood. History taught him that 

the Castilian was too arrogant and avaricious. Delving 

deeper into the past, Vicuna MacKenna found that Basques 

had been the true colonizers of Chile. Furthermore the 

Basque would make an ideal immigrant because of his 

natural inclination toward "family, order, and industry."23 

23. Ibid. II, 463. 



But finding it impossible to lure Basques to Chile in 

significant numbers, Vicuna MacKenna looked to other 

groups which shared their characteristics. He found 

the British to be excellent colonists due to their 

"liberalism and tolerance," but unfortunately the English 

"do not migrate, they travel.Vicuna MacKenna 

finally settled for the German whom he saw as almost 

identical to the Basque. Furthermore, the German was 

"cosmopolitan" and could easily adapt to any nation where 

he could "build his home and watch his children grow happy 

25 
and free." But before the German children, or any 

Chilean child, could grow happy and free, Chile had to 

provide them with modern institutions of education, 

religion, and government. 

Vicuna MacKenna believed that despite the gains 

made in education during the Portalian Era, Chileans were 

not yet adequately prepared to become modern thinkers. 

Throughout his public career he advocated the expansion 

of the public school system. But he believed that the 

creation of more schools was not the answer. Colonialism 

still lingered in the recesses of Portalian curricula and 

academic philosophy. Chilean education was antiquated 

24. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Bases del informe 
presentado sobre la inmigracion estranjera, (Santiago, 
1865), p. 35. ; 

25. Ibid., p. 26. 



and impractical. Vicuna MacKenna cautioned, however, that 

practicality did not imply the substitution of education 

for training. He always remembered what he had seen in 

the public schools in the United States, where children 

received a "practical" education which prepared them for 

work by age ten.2® Vicuna MacKenna carried his arguments 

to the National University where he proposed the elimina

tion of Latin as a required language. He explained that 

"Latin is a mummy which vainly adorns itself with the 

fascinating dress of eternal youth. Its empire has 

passed. Latin continues to live in Chile as the ox-cart 

and some of the primitive branches of our agriculture... i'27 

He added that Latin was useless except for ecclesiastic 

purposes. He proposed that students be allowed to study 

two or three "living" languages in its place. Latin 

remained, however, as a required course until 1901 when 

Chileans were able to substitute for it French, English, 

and German. 

Vicuna MacKenna believed that modern liberal 

Chileans should exercise freedom of spirit as well as 

that of the mind. Like most liberals of his time, Vicuna 

26. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Paginas de mi 
diario durante tres anos de viajes 1853-1854-1855, 
(Santiago, 1936), I, 263. 

27. Ricardo Donoso, Ideas poTfticas en Chile, 
(Mexico, 1946), p. 335. 



MacKenna was a fervent anti-clerical. He joined his 

colleagues to help bring about the secularization of 

cemeteries, convents, and dormant Church properties. 

But he went a step further when he advocated religious 

tolerance. He believed that his country had progressed 

to a point where it could allow the propagation of other 

faiths. He also knew that Chileans were extremely 

religious; therefore, they would welcome other sects as 

a safeguard against atheism. Drawing upon the past, he 

argued that religious intolerance was the greatest 

evil of Spanish medievalism. It caused tension to rise 

over the preoccupation with religious orthodoxy. Under

standing that Catholicism was, nevertheless, a unifying 

force, he explained that "Catholic unity is not what I 

want for my nation. The unity to which I aspire is that 

which comes from struggle, from danger, from the constant 

battle between good and bad, from the true contrast of 

error."^8 

Vicuna MacKenna thought that the election of Jose 

Joaquin Perez in 1860 marked the beginning of the end of 

the centralized Portalian government. Although Vicuna 

MacKenna condemned Portalian rule as an evil vestige of 

the old order, he nevertheless believed that it was a 

necessary evil which brought stability during a time when 

28. Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlamentarios, 
II, 19. 



anarchy was rife. Portalian order also made possible the 

great advances in Chilean intellectual and economic life. 

But Portalian rule had outlived its usefulness by the 

1860s. Chileans were now sufficiently prepared for the 

task of reforming the system and going on toward the 

creation of the modern liberal republic. Vicuna MacKenna 

set an example for his countrymen when he worked to 

gradually shift the balance of power from centralized 

executive rule to that of parliamentary representation. 

He led several attempts in the Chilean congress to halt 

government intervention in the municipalities and 

provinces. His proposal to expand the suffrage beyond 

the property requirement signaled that Chile had 

progressed to a point where it could embrace the most 

universal virtues — liberty and democracy. But this 

was liberty and democracy of the nineteenth century. He 

explained: 

Our duty is to prepare a handsome future for the 
country and give democratic ideas to the people... 
We should now imitate England where, year by year, 
they widen the number of votes to contribute to 
the reform of their laws. Let us continue this 
example by approving this clause which establishes 
the requirement of knowing how to read and write.29 

Vicuna MacKenna had reason enough to believe that 

all Chileans would some day participate in the political 

process. The Portalian Era had made this their destiny. 

29. Ibid., I, 172. 



Patriotism and not political ideology motivated Vicuna 

MacKenna to believe this dream. The Portalian Era was 

the means not the end. Vicuna MacKenna explained this 

by presenting that period in Chilean history as a stage 

in the development of the Chilean nation, a process 

which began with the Conquest and progressed through 

the years of Spanish colonization. The Independence 

period was another stage which gave Chile her republican 

character. But it also proved that the Chilean ideal was 

still far into the future. The Portalian Era which 

followed was a period of apprenticeship during which 

Chileans learned the fundamentals of citizenship for the 

modern liberal republic. Vicuna MacKenna was convinced 

that the future would test the endurance and strength 

of the Chilean nation. Although the Portalian Era was 

a "constant and sublime lesson of love for the nation,""^ 

Chileans still needed heroes as symbols of patriotism 

during the times of crises. Vicuna MacKenna would devote 

his entire historical career to the creation of those 

symbols. 

30. Vicuna MacKenna, "Lei de progreso," in 
Miseelanea, II, 112. 



CHAPTER III 

THE CULT OF CHILEAN HEROES 

Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna belonged to a tradition 

of scholars who believed that each age of Chile's past 

reflected the presence of modern-day Caesars and Alex

anders who rose above custom and law to change history 

for the better. These figures, he thought, were the 

essence of progress. They were Jose Miguel Carrera, 

Bernardo O'Higgins, Jose de San Martin, and Diego 

Portales. Vicuna MacKenna believed these great men had 

envisioned Chile as a great modern republic and had 

sacrificed their lives in pursuit of their vision. Vicuna 

MacKenna believed that this dream had universal value 

inasmuch as Chile progressed not only for Chileans but 

also as a model for her sister republics and for the rest 

of the world. Vicuna MacKenna also thought that Chile, 

as a progressive nation, would come to recognize the 

sacrifices of her great founders and would absolve them 

of their crimes and shortcomings. Chile would glorify 

them as heroes not only for the nation but also for 

mankind in general. Ultimately, these heroes would serve 

as emblems of unity and patriotism at times of national 

41 



crisis. Vicuna MacKenna devoted his greatest talents as 

a historian to the creation of this national cult of 

heroes. 

The mission Vicuna MacKenna chose was enormous, 

but he approached it with realism and a strong sense of 

patriotism. He understood that Chileans looked negatively 

at their past. This, he believed, was the result of the 

works of historians who were influenced by the passions 

of political ideologies. He recalled that as a young 

revolutionary he had embraced Lastarria's extremism in 

denouncing O'Higgins and San Martin for their moderation. 

Even the greatest of Chile's academics, Andres Bello, 

had capitulated to political influences in his insistence 

on conservatism. Although Vicuna MacKenna knew that 

political ideologies were destined to remain a part of 

Chilean life, he hoped to eradicate the prejudices which 

divided his countrymen in their interpretations of the 

founding fathers. This, he believed, would narrow the 

rift in Chilean society. As a result he made national 

unity a central theme in his biographies of the men who 

hoped to create a great modern republic. 

To begin his mission Vicuna MacKenna looked back 

into the centuries in search of figures who best 

symbolized the meaning of the creation of the Chilean 

nation. Well-versed in the colonial histories of Alonso 

de Ercilla and William Prescott, Vicuna MacKenna believed 



that Chile needed ancient heroes to remind Chileans that 

their nation was the synthesis of two worlds. After all, 

he thought, Mexico had Cortes and Cuauhtemoc, and Peru 

had Tupac Amaru and the Pizarros. Vicuna MacKenna found 

in Pedro' de Valdivia, the conquerer of Chile, and in 

Lautaro, the Araucanian chieftain, the true symbols of 

Chile's origins. But in deifying them, Vicuna MacKenna 

wrote about an immensely unpopular subject. The 

Lastarrian liberals had always denounced Valdivia and 

his followers as the vanguard of Spanish medievalism. 

Most Chileans, in contrast, had become extremely anti-

Indian, especially in view of the persistent Araucanian 

problem in the south. Nonetheless, Vicuna MacKenna went 

on with his mission, waving the banner of national unity 

and chilenidad.^ 

Vicuna MacKenna glorified Pedro de Valdivia as an 

adventurer of the imperial age of Charles V. Uninspired 

by wealth or personal ambition, Valdivia came to civilize 

Chile. Vicuna MacKenna idealized him as a symbol of 

order and authority during a period of unlimited 

barbarism. He made his readers understand that Valdivia 

was often brutal. But Valdivia "in his capacity as leader 

limited his horrors to the battlefield and was as humane 

1. Chilenidad is a word used to describe the 
spirit of Chilean national identity. 



as possible in other endeavors."2 Vicuna MacKenna used 

his portrayal of Valdivia to refute negative treatments 

already left by Prescott and Diego Barros Arana who 

characterized Valdivia as a classic conquistador. Vicuna 

MacKenna also dismissed the earliest biography of Valdivia 

by Diego de Rosales who wrote with the prejudices of a 

"missionary and ardent defender of the Indians."3 

If Vicuna MacKenna treated Valdivia benevolently, 

he was no less sympathetic to Lautaro. He presented 

the Araucanian chieftain as the symbol of the pure but 

untamed new world. He depicted Lautaro as the "American 

Armenius who fought for the liberty of his land against 

a superior race."^ Lautaro personified the Chilean spirit 

which later developed and overthrew Spanish rule once it 

became obsolete. Vicuna MacKenna added that Lautaro was 

a great warrior because of his love of liberty and his 

knowledge of Spanish tactics and weaponry which he gained 

as a young page of Valdivia. Lautaro's inherent Indian 

ferocity reflected his barbarous attacks on Spanish 

settlements. Ultimately Lautaro's odyssey resulted in 

tragedy which Vicuna MacKenna repeatedly emphasized. 

2. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Pedro de Valdivia," 
in Relaciones historicas, (Santiago, 1936), p. 59. 

3. Ibid., p. 60. 

4. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Lautaro £ sus tres 
campanas contra Santiago, (Santiago, 1876), p. 12. 



Lautaro acquired greatness through tragedy. Vicuna 

MacKenna romantically compared Lautaro*s demise to that 

of Viriatus, the Lusitanian martyr who defied the Romans 

in the second century. 

Carrying his analogies into the colonial period, 

Vicuna MacKenna found few figures to match the heroism 

of Lautaro and Valdivia. The era of Spanish domination 

was not a time of action, but rather one of gradual 

development. Only those figures who distinguished 

themselves as proponents for the advancement of the 

Chilean nation met Vicuna MacKenna's standards for heroism. 

Most who did were generally intellectuals whom Vicuna 

MacKenna considered as precursors of independence. Among 

them stood the Jesuit-historian Juan Ignacio Molina 

(1740-1829), who wrote the proto-nationalistic Ensayo 

de la historia natural de Chile. Vicuna MacKenna 

portrayed Molina as a great Chilean whose love of country 

approached his love of God. When the Jesuits were 

expelled from the Americas in 1767, Molina chose to 

leave his homeland rather than quit his order. He 

presented Molina's years in exile as a painful period 

for a man who deeply loved his country. Vicuna MacKenna 

praised Molina's Ensayo as the immortalization of 

Molina's great nostalgia. In describing Molina's last 

moments, Vicuna MacKenna wrote: 



On the 29th of August in 1829 a violent fever 
struck his body. It was then when the poor old 
man, devoured by internal flames, accepted in 
his hands the holy water, and finding it cool, 
he exclaimed with a deep sigh, Ah! That water 
of the Andes! Thus his last words were for his 
country and for its natural magnificence which 
he revealed to the world as ignored wonders.5 

While Vicuna MacKenna gained public acceptance of his 

biography of Molina, he encountered difficulties when 

dealing with the lives of the men who liberated Chile 

from Spain. 

The Independence period produced the most controver

sial figures in Chilean history. Among them, Jose Miguel 

Carrera (1786-1821) stood out as the most colorful of 

Chile's liberators. This young radical gained notoriety 

in 1811 when he usurped power from the conservative 

Chileans who ruled in the king's name during Napoleon's 

seizure of the Spanish Crown. Ruling as a dictator, 

Carrera gave the period a radical impulse when he 

disobeyed orders from"Spain and when he adopted Chile's 

first flag. Although he never formally declared 

independence, his presence eventually provoked the 

royalist reconquest in 1814. After fleeing into 

Argentina, Carrera fell into disfavor with his followers 

who had then sided with his rivals, Bernardo O'Higgins 

5. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Noticias ineditas 
sobre el ilustre chileno don Juan Ignacio Molina," Paginas 
olvidadas, (Santiago, 1931) , p. 278. 



and Jose" de San Martin. While the new patriot army 

returned to Chile in the final thrust for freedom, Carrera 

remained in Argentina where he attempted to raise his 

own army. Failing at this, he soon became involved in 

Argentine politics and was eventually executed for 

conspiracy. Many of his supporters implicated O'Higgins 

and San Martin in his death. 

Portalian historians were divided in their 

interpretation of Carrera. Conservatives denounced him 

as an opportunist, a view inspired by Andres Bello as 

early as 1819. Bello saw Carrera as an obstacle to the 

cause of universal emancipation of Latin America. He 

condemned Carrera and his followers as power-hungry 

tyrants who planned to rule Chile as their personal 

domain. He added that "they exercised the most cruel 

tyranny over the nation. They squandered public wealth, 

induced discontent, and fomented discord which placed 

Chile into the hands of its external enemies."® 

Liberal historians, in contrast, took issue with 

Bello and praised Carrera as the father of Chilean 

independence. Miguel Luis Amunategui idealized the 

fallen leader as a liberal demigod who, although misguided, 

championed the cause against the conservative Chilean 

6. Alamiro de Avila Martel, Andres Bello £ la 
primera biografia de O'Higgins, (Santiago, 197 8), p. 52. 
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oligarchy. He added that Carrera assumed dictatorial 

powers in a desperate attempt to guide Chile toward 

independence. Amunategui confessed that the "recourses 

Carrera used were not always laudable," but, he added, 

"one could not negate that he gave the plan of Chilean 

independence an extraordinary impulse."7 Amunategui 

logically attributed Carrera's fall to the reaction of 

those who had most to lose by his rule. Carrera humbled 

the great families of Chile and gave Chilean soldiers 

supremacy over the course of the nation. Amunategui 

added: 

These were the two enormous crimes for which the 
rulers and aristocrats did not pardon him. To 
reconquer their lost empire the aristocracy forged 
with great tenacity the fall of the military 
caudillo who had supplanted them.8 

Accepting Amunategui's thesis, Vicuna MacKenna 

attempted to make Carrera more acceptable to conservatives 

and moderates. Vicuna MacKenna emphasized Carrera's 

separatist tendencies and argued that the young caudillo 

gave independence a national character. Eventually, 

Vicuna MacKenna found in Carrera's tragic failure and 

subsequent execution the material with which to create 

the great national martyr. His massive El Ostracismo de 

7. Miguel Luis Amunategui, Los Precursores de la 
independencia de Chile, (Santiago, 1870), III, 546. 

8. Miguel Lux's Amunategui and Benjamin Vicuna Mac
Kenna, La Dictadura de 0'Higgins, (Madrid, 1917) , p. 65. 



Los Carrera was a celebration of Carrera's victory through 

defeat. Vicuna MacKenna traced Carrera"s years in exile 

and described them as a selfless mission to win Argentine 

support for the cause of Chilean independence. Ultimately, 

Vicuna MacKenna "pardoned Carrera and his followers for 

their errors; he wrote that, "their misadventures were 

great, and it should have served them as sufficient 

punishment...they died innocent, their only crime was 

that of having been unfortunate and always daring. 

Chilean historians eventually accepted Vicuna 

MacKenna's interpretation of Carrera. Most viewed the 

treatments of Bello and Amunategui as too extreme. Diego 

Barros Arana echoed Vicuna MacKenna when he wrote in 

his monumental Historia jeneral de Chile, that Carrera 

had left "a profound mark of popularity and sympathy 

more by his disgraces and tragic end than by his 

services."I® Recent historians have concurred with 

Barros Arana. Pedro Lira Urquieta explained that 

Chileans could "no longer consider Carrera as a vulgar 

and ferocious chieftain of guerrillas, who was intoxicated 

9. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, El Ostracismo de 
los Carrera, (Santiago, 1938), p. 134. 

10. Diego Barros Arana, Historia jeneral de 
Chile, (Santiago, 1902), XIII, 390. 



with ambition and cruelty. His adventure in the handsome 

republic, as heroic as useless, is now judged in a more 

objective manner. 

Carrera's Argentine rival, Jose de San Martin 

(1778-1850), presented many problems for Vicuna MacKenna. 

San Martin was a classic liberator in the mold of Simon 

Bolivar. San Martin defied boundaries and envisioned 

the liberation of the entire continent. Consequently 

he considered Chilean independence a means to his goal. 

As a leader of the Logia Lautarina, a secret brotherhood 

of revolutionaries, San Martin manipulated Chilean 

factions for his own political ends. Denouncing Carrera 

as an extremist, San Martin encouraged Chilean patriots 

to join with his Argentine forces. After liberating Chile 

in 1817, San Martin led his army into Peru, leaving in 

power his Chilean lieutenant Bernard O'Higgins. Although 

San Martin succeeded in capturing Lima in 1819, he balked 

at continuing into the interior in pursuit of the last 

Spanish garrisons. His vacillations demoralized his 

troops, who later deserted him. In 1822 Simon Bolivar 

relieved San Martin of his mission after a secret meeting 

between the two liberators at Guayaquil. While Bolivarian 

11. Pedro Lira Urquieta, Jose' Miguel Carrera, 
(Santiago, 1960), p. 11. 
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forces finally defeated the royalists at Ayacucho in 1824, 

San Martin sailed to England where he lived out his last 

years in exile. 

In his attempt to identify San Martin as a Chilean 

hero, Vicuna MacKenna emphasized San Martin's universality. 

Vicuna MacKenna explained that San Martin was "neither 

Argentine, nor Chilean, nor Peruvian in his role. San 

Martin came to Mendoza to liberate Chile. He liberated 

Chile to free Peru. He freed Peru to complete the 

independence of America."^ "xn truth," Vicuna MacKenna 

added, "San Martin was neither a man, nor a politician, 

nor a conquerer. He was a mission. 

Vicuna MacKenna praised San Martin as the greatest 

figure of the independence period. As did many historians, 

he compared San Martin to his Colombian counterpart, 

Bolifvar. San Martin, Vicuna MacKenna argued, was a 

superior military strategist who waged war "without 

tears or bloodshed as Washington," while Bolivar 

resembled the "terrible Tamerlane.Vicuna MacKenna 

12. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "San Martin," in 
Paginas escogidas, (Santiago, 1944), p. 187. 

13. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Vida del capitan 
general don Bernardo 0'Higgins, (Santiago, 1976) , p. 264. 

14. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, El General Don 
Jose" de San Martin, (Santiago, 1971), p. 110. 



attributed this conflict between strategy and spontaneity 

to the distinct backgrounds of the liberators. With a 

romantic flair he wrote: 

Bolivar was the son of the tropics. The sun of 
the llanos toughened his face while his black 
hair flowed with the wind of the backlands. San 
Martin passed his austere childhood in the somber 
cloisters of an academy, disciplining his soul 
and nourishing his spirit with science. 

Vicuna MacKenna reasoned that this diversity in the nature 

of the two liberators predetermined the outcome of the 

mysterious conference at Guayaquil. Bolivar truimphed 

because he was omnipotent. 

Vicuna MacKenna, as most liberal historians, could 

not pardon San Martin's role in the internal politics of 

the Chilean patriots. Unable to refute San Martin's 

connections with the Logia Lautarina, Vicuna MacKenna 

accused San Martin of having manipulated patriotic fac

tions. Nevertheless, Vicuna MacKenna asserted that San 

Martin acted only to accomplish his supreme mission. San 

Martin opposed the Carreras, according to Vicuna MacKenna, 

because their plan of liberation did not harmonize with 

that of the Logia. San Martin found a more favorable 

ally in O'Higgins. Although Vicuna MacKenna condemned 

in his earliest works both San Martin and O'Higgins for 

the executions of the Carreras and other radicals, he hid 

the issue in later works. Vicuna MacKenna instead blamed 

15. Ibid., p. 108 



unknown figures of the Logia who viewed their victims as 

16 
"obstacles and disorderly elements." 

Vicuna MacKenna could not repudiate San Martin's 

monarchist tendency. He explained that San MartiTn was a 

liberator and not a politician and, therefore, should have 

refrained from any state-making experiments. Vicuna 

MacKenna attributed San Martin's withdrawal from the 

battlefield to his inability to reconcile monarchy with 

independence. Only in this aspect, Vicuna MacKenna 

concluded, was San Martin an inferior to Bolivar and 

0'Higgins. 

Chileans generally regarded Bernardo O'Higgins as 

the founder of the modern republic. Andres Bello first 

contributed to the idolization of O'Higgins in 1819 when 

he published his propangandistic article, Noticias 

biograficas del general don Bernardo 0'Higgins. Originally 

published in England, Bello's article was well received 

when it appeared in Santiago immediately after Chile's 

final liberation and on the eve of San Martin's entry 

into Lima. Bello portrayed O'Higgins as a military genius 

who sacrificed everything for Chile's liberation. But, 

more than'anything, Bello's work relected his own 

conservatism. He wrote: 

16. Vicuna MacKenna, El Ostracismo de los 
Carrera, p. 30. 
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Happy are those who have a man as O'Higgins who 
guides them to victory and happiness down the 
path of virtue. And those who are a thousand 
times happier imitate the moderation of the 
Chileans in allowing such honorable patriots 
as O'Higgins to guide them without incurring 
the insanity which lost Caracas, New Granada, 
and other countries where by allowing the 
masses to rule, have introduced anarchy.17 

Bello carefully added that O'Higgins' rule was a necessary 

transition. O'Higgins had "proposed that the people 

prescribe to him the final laws with which he sould run 

18 
the state." His assumption of absolute power was, 

nonetheless, an exceptional act of realism. 

Liberal historians rejected O'Higgins as a 

dictator who ignored individual liberties. Amunategui 

responded to Bello with his rebuttal, La Dictadura de 

O'Higgins, which he published in 1853. Amunategui 

presented O'Higgins as a Roman dictator who attempted 

to create a "republican aristocracy" with the infamous 

19 
Legion of Merit, a secret society of veteran patriots. 

Amunategui asserted that O'Higgins always disdained 

popular government, a claim he supported with O'Higgins' 

Constitution of 1822 which legalized dictatorship. 

17. Avila Martel, Bello and 0'Higgins, p. 41 

18. Ibid., p. 69 

19. Amunategui and Vicuna MacKenna, Dictadura de 
O'Higgins, p. 137. 



Amunategui concluded that the freedom loving Chileans 

refused to tolerate dictatorship and therefore overthrew 

O'Higgins. 

Instead of supporting Amunategui, Vicuna MacKenna 

hoped to persuade liberals to accept Bello's interpret

ation of O'Higgins, But Vicuna MacKenna had to overcome 

many obstacles to do so. Originally he had condemned 

O'Higgins in his El Sitio de Chilian en 1813, but he 

changed his attitude while he prepared his earliest work 

on the Supreme Director, El Ostracismo de O'Higgins. 

O'Higgins' tragic years in exile deeply moved the young 

historian. Vicuna MacKenna became from that point on a 

dedicated believer in O'Higgins mission. 

Vicuna MacKenna glorified O'Higgins as the 

greatest of Chile's historical figures. In his voluminous 

Vida del capitan general don Bernardo O'Higgins, Vicuna 

MacKenna described the Chilean hero as the "youngest of 

the revolutionaries and the oldest of the insurgents."^ 

O'Higgins rose to power, Vicuna MacKenna explained, 

because of his devotion to republicanism and because of 

his military ability. While San Martin's strategies 

directed the course of the revolution, O'Higgins' heroism 

and military leadership liberated Chile. Vicuna MacKenna 

also characterized O'Higgins as a revolutionary agent who 

20, Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Vida del capitan 
general don Bernardo 0'Higgins, (Santiago, 1976) , p. 123. 



fought for universal emancipation. O'Higgins often 

appeared as a subordinate of San Martin, but Vicuna 

MacKenna explained that O'Higgins accepted this role as 

his sacrifice to the cause. Vicuna MacKenna added: 

The Revolution usurped the place in his heart 
which he held for the nation. But this revo
lution was the symbol of American brotherhood. 
If his mission shed its exclusively Chilean 
character, it was more worthy than the false 
boundaries etched upon our nations. ^ 

Vicuna MacKenna used similar reasons to justify O'Higgins' 

participation in the Logia Lautarina. 

Aside from this brave and noble picture of 

O'Higgins, Vicuna MacKenna viewed the independence leader 

with many shortcomings. At times of decision, O'Higgins 

would often vacillate. Many times his overzealous 

attempts to give the Chilean revolution direction failed 

and weakened his political base. Vicuna MacKenna saw as 

O'Higgins' greatest failure his inability to control the 

most disparate elements of Chilean society. As a result, 

O'Higgins' rule became dictatorial. 

Vicuna MacKenna found in Jose Antonio Rodriguez 

Aldea, O'Higgins' minister of finance, a scapegoat for 

the ills of the O'Higgins' government. Vicuna MacKenna 

exaggerated the presence of this corrupt minister. He 

accused Rodriguez Aldea of encouraging O'Higgins' abuse of 

power. Vicuna MacKenna also claimed that Rodriguez Aldea's 

21. Ibid., p. 251. 
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regional favoritism infuriated the Santiago oligarchy, a 

source of much of the political instability of the 

period.22 

Vicuna MacKenna glorified O'Higgins1 fall from 

power as the important transition between the Age of the 

Liberator and that of the Modern Republic. O'Higgins had 

completed, Vicuna MacKenna believed, his mission to 

liberate and pacify the new republic. Vicuna MacKenna 

characterized the Revolution of 1823 as a popular one 

inspired by the Supreme Dictator himself. As a result 

of the 1823 Revolution, Vicuna MacKenna praised O'Higgins 

as the 

...greatest of Chileans, the greatest of Ameri
cans. Superior to San Martin who retired with
out faith, and to Bolivar who could not free 
himself from omnipotency without dying...O'Higgins 
was the Washington of South America. In Maipo 
and Chacabuco, defeating Spain, he had given us 
independence. In the public plaza of Santiago, 
defeating himself, he had given us liberty." 

O'Higgins' tragic fall led to the inevitable rise 

of Diego Portales, the most controversial figure of Chilean 

history. To many, Portales' appeared as a messiah who 

brought peace and order to a republic which had suffered 

through a decade of political chaos. Liberal historians 

always attempted to minimize this fact. But it was 

through this aspect of Chilean history that Vicuna 

22. Ibid., p. 350. 

23. Ibid., p. 408. 



MacKenna earned his reputation as the foremost historian 

of the Portalian Age. Historians today still regard his 

Don Diego Portales as the most fair-minded biography of 

the great dictator. Vicuna MacKenna confronted 

numerous obstacles in his attempt to portray Portales as a 

great Chilean hero. Most scholars refused to write on 

a subject that was so controversial and so close to them 

in time. Liberal historians, however, condemned Portales 

as the embodiment of despotism and reaction. The cele

brated liberal chieftain, Jose Victorino Lastarria, set 

the tone of these attacks in his Portales, juicio hist-

orico, which he published in 1861. 

Lastarria offered few surprises in his work on 

Portales. He portrayed the dictator as the founder of 

the reactionary Portalian system. Portales, Lastarria 

argued, also represented the colonial aristocracy which 

24 ruthlessly fought to preserve its interests. Lastarria 

conceded that Portales came to power against a liberal 

government which had caused disorder. He refused to 

forgive Portales for his brutal government which supported 

itself on "bloodletting, persecution, and the negation 

25 
of surrender and pardon." Lastarria presented Portales 

as the classic dictator of the nineteenth century who 

24. Jose' Victorino Lastarria, Portales, juicio 
historico, (Santiago, 1983) , p. 43. 

25. Ibid., p. 34. 



compensated for his intellectual and political limitations 

by becoming a "man of action." Portales kept his 

lieutenants loyal by means of terror. Lasterria surmised 

that megalomania was the root of Portales' crimes, the 

worst of which was his war against the Peru-Bolivian 

Confederation in 1837. In an uncharacteristic gesture, 

Lastarria concluded his work by saying, "if we have 

injured sympathetic memories, it will be to our sorrow, 

not by hatred nor by bad faith." Lastarria added, "we 

respect the person and his memory, and we respect his 

26 
intentions." This change in Lastarria's harsh attitude 

encouraged Vicuna MacKenna*s bold rebuttal. 

Vicuna MacKenna considered the Portalian mission 

2 7  
as one of "salvation for the republic." Portales, he 

argued, was a political independent who molded the 

potentially destructive forces of reaction into the 

successful conservative Revolution of 1829. Vicuna 

MacKenna discounted Portales1 conservative partisanship 

by claiming that Portales distrusted the Chilean 

oligarchy and would have defeated them if they had been 

the source of political disorder.^ 

26. Ibid., p. 81. 

27. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Don Diego Portales, 
(Santiago, 1974), p. 18. 

28. Ibid., p. 17. 



60 

Vicuna MacKenna elevated Portales to national 

sainthood by re-evaluating the man apart from the system. 

He portrayed Portales as a simple, compassionate man 

"who loved democracy, that is to say, the equality of 

all men before the law."29 Vicuna MacKenna agreed that 

Portales was harsh in his treatment of the Chilean people, 

but argued that the dictator was, in turn, willing to 

make great sacrifices for his nation. Vicuna MacKenna 

also conceded that Portales ruled as an absolute monarch, 

but did so as a necessary evil. Unlike his liberal 

colleagues, Vicuna MacKenna found a balance between good 

and evil in Portales1 rule. He considered the first years 

of the regime (1830-1834) as a beneficial period during 

which Portales enacted his greatest political innovations. 

Portales ingeniously 

...annulled the army and created the military 
academy. He destroyed financial favoritism, a 
colonial legacy, and created public revenue. 
He pursued corruption, the plague of Spanish 
magistrates, and regularized the judicial system. 
He dissolved favoritism in government services 
and created administration. Portales initiated 
the greatest of revolutions to which the Republic 
aspires today, the revolution against routine. 
He did not want the dust of the old in law, 
customs, education, or in the offices of the 
State.30 

29. Ibid., p. 16. 

30. Ibid., p. 454. 
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Conversely, the second period of Portales' rule (1834-1837) 

was an era of deterioration. Vicuna MacKenna explained 

that the worst injustices of the Portalian system took 

root during that time. Deserted by his followers, 

Portales degenerated into the tyrant characterized by 

Lastarria. Portales preoccupied himself with attacks 

on his enemies, with suppression of the law, and with 

violation of the judicial system. It was also during 

this period that Portales committed his most heinous 

crime, the war against the Peru-Bolivia Confederation. 

Vicuna MacKenna could not pardon Portales for his 

war against the Confederation. He dismissed all of the 

causes cited by Portales as justification, among them 

commercial differences and the supposed threat the 

Confederation presented. Vicuna MacKenna explained that 

the "inflexible will of Portales was the only efficient 

cause."31 Portales used the war, Vicuna MacKenna added, 

to bolster his power. Portales seized as provocation 

the pathetic Friere expedition, which had come to over

throw him but without support of the Peruvian government. 

Ultimately, Vicuna MacKenna showed that the war had 

ironically backfired on Portales, and at the same time made 

him an instant hero. The unpopular war caused a tremendous 

reaction in Chile which made inevitable Portales' 

31. Ibid., p. 278. 
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assassination. Portales' death, Vicuna MacKenna explained, 

silenced his opponents and rallied the Chilean forces to 

victory under their new national martyr. 

Vicuna MacKenna saw the Portales dictatorship as 

a "magnificent lesson" which proved that despotism was 

a political impossibility in Chile. But he argued that 

after the political battles had subsided, Chile would 

come to appreciate Portales' accomplishments and 

innovations. In a manner which raised the suspicions of 

his liberal colleagues, Vicuna MacKenna concluded: 

Undoubtedly, Chile is the best governed country 
in America, and the only one which lends all its 
energies to a regime of good government. Although 
we have a long way ahead of us, we should never 
forget that the country ,is still young, so is the 
science of administration.32 

The publication of Don Diego Portales in 1863 

marked Vicuna MacKenna's definite break with the liberal 

school of Lastarria. El Mercurio and La Voz de Chile and 

other liberal dallies condemned Vicuna MacKenna's book. 

But Lastarria, to whom Vicuna MacKenna naively dedicated 

his book, delivered the most severe attack. To his 

former disciple, Lastarria wrote: 

I have not opened the second volume, nor will I 
do so. It sorrows me to see such a poor history 
written by your hand. I can find in each page 
of your book on Portales a lie, a contradiction, 
or a vision of your enamored soul.... Your works 

32. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Don Diego Portales, 
(Santiago, 1937), II, 94. 



are panegyrics and not histories Go on with 
your Portales, but I think this book has done 
more harm than if it had not been written at 
all.33 

Chilean historians ignored Lastarria's attacks and 

praised Vicuna MacKenna's book. Leading scholars as Ramon 

Sotomayor Valdez, Carlos Walker Martinez, and Francisco 

Antonio Encina have echoed Vicuna MacKenna in their own 

works on Portales. Diego Barros Arana crowned Vicuna 

MacKenna's interpretative triumph in his Historia 

jeneral de Chile when he wrote: 

Portales exerted an absolute influence without 
being dominated by bastard ambitions and without 
having any other purpose than the establishment 
of public order and regular government, and the 
development and progress of the prudent interests 
of the Nation.34 

The publication of Don Diego Portales also signi

fied that Vicuna MacKenna hikd reached the zenith of his 

mission to create the pantheon of Chilean heroes. His 

conflict with Lastarria was one of the nvimerous obstacles 

he faced, and certainly not the last. Vicuna MacKenna 

defied republican prejudices in his portrayal of Valdivia 

and Lautaro as the earliest symbols of Chilean identity. 

He presented Carrera as the great Chilean martyr who 

gave the revolution a radical and, especially, a national 

33. Ricardo Donoso, Don Benjamxn Vicuna MacKenna, 
su vida, sus escritos, y sus tiempos, (Santiago, 1925), 
pp. 128-129. 

34. Barros Arana, Historia jeneral, XVI, 237. 



spirit. He forced his liberal colleagues to re-evaluate 

the great cause of San Martin and O'Higgins. With 

extraordinary courage and care, Vicuna MacKenna glorified 

Portales the dictator as a selfless leader who led Chile 

down the path of stability at a time when most Latin 

American republics were plagued with anarchy. Toward the 

end of his life, Vicuna MacKenna would use the patriotism 

inspired by his works in the ultimate test of national 

unity, the War of the Pacific. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE SPIRITUAL GUIDE FOR A NATION AT WAR 

The years of the War of the Pacific (1879-1884) 

marked the final stage of Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna's 

mission. During that time he tested the strength of 

national unity, which he had helped to forge through his 

histories. He believed that the war was an inevitable 

result of Chile's history, and he urged his countrymen 

to take up arms against Peru and Bolivia. At the same 

time he demonstrated his talents as Chile's most popular 

historian by writing a vividly detailed account of Chile's 

heroic moments in the war. His tireless efforts as a 

historian, journalist, statesman, and citizen earned him 

the title of the "spiritual guide" of the nation. 

The War of the Pacific was fought over the nitrate-

rich Atacama desert, an ill-defined area claimed by 

Chile, Bolivia, and Peru. By 1870 increased economic 

pressures in each country caused tensions to rise over 

the unresolved problem. Chile looked to the nitrates 

as a solution to its economic woes which were brought 

on by the inflationary policies of Portalian economics. 

Peru's situation was hardly better. Its economy lay in 
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shambles after a thirty-year economic boom which was 

based on guano. Bolivia, on the other hand, had little 

by way of a national economy. Its leaders, largely self-

interested caudillos, derived public funds from tariffs 

imposed upon Chilean and other foreign interests which 

extracted nitrates from Bolivian territory. Bolivian 

claims were not based on possession but rather on its 

right to control taxation. 

The war began in February 1879 when five hundred 

Chilean soldiers occupied the Bolivian port of Antofagasta. 

The Chilean government justified its action to protest 

the new taxes imposed on its mining interests by Bolivian 

strongman Hilarion Daza. Chile claimed that the increase 

violated an 1874 agreement which placed a twenty-five 

year moratorium on such actions. In March 1879 both 

governments declared war. Chile attacked Peru in April 

after it discovered the existence of a secret defensive 

treaty which Peru and Bolivia signed in 1873. From the 

beginning the conflict progressed in Chile's favor. After 

some initial naval reverses Chile successfully blockaded 

its enemy's southern ports, which later enabled the 

Chilean army to occupy the Bolivian province of Antofa

gasta. Soon the Chileans launched a series of land 

campaigns on the Peruvian provinces of Tarapaca and 

Tacna. In May 1880 Chilean forces defeated the combined 

Bolivian and Peruvian forces at Tacna, thereby securing 



Peru's nitrate-rich lands. Victory was now inevitable. 

Bolivia had retired completely from the battlefield and 

Peru regrouped for a final defense of its capital. But 

in an unexpected move the Chilean government suspended 

hostilities and accepted mediation by the United States 

in an attempt to avoid further bloodshed and expenditure. 

The peace conference at Arica (October, 1880) 

ultimately failed and signaled the beginning of the final 

stage of the war, the campaign against Lima. From Arica, 

Chile undertook a massive naval transport of 20,000 

troops to the Peruvian port of Pisco. The Peruvians, 

weary and demoralized, made two final defenses on the 

outskirts of Lima but were unable to repel the invaders. 

On January 17, 1881, Chilean forces under General Manuel 

Baquedano marched into Lima. 

The Treaty of Ancon (October, 1883) ended the war 

after a two year Chilean occupation of Lima. The pact 

ceded "perpetually and unconditionally" to Chile the 

province of Tarapaca". Tacna remained under Chilean 

administration until 1893 when a plebescite was held to 

decide its fate. As a result Tacna was divided with 

the southern department of Arica remaining under Chilean 

sovereignty. Chile also signed a treaty with Bolivia 

in 1884 which ceded to Chile the province of Antofagasta 

and thereby the entire Bolivian coast. Bolivia thereafter 

remained a land locked country. 



The loss of national territory had a sobering 

effect on Bolivia and Peru. Both nations underwent a 

period of introspection during which their leaders 

searched for the reasons for the disaster. Most accepted 

the positivist explanation and blamed the Indian and the 

mestizo who had made up the ranks of their defeated 

armies. Strongly racist, positivist intellectuals 

theorized that the non-European masses represented a 

retrogressive and depraved element of society. Echoing 

the Spencerian notions which circulated in Latin America, 

most positivist writers advocated that national regener

ation should erase the negative elements of Indian culture. 

Consequently, Bolivia and Peru underwent intense indus

trialization and ignored social reform. Eventually, 

however, an Indianista movement grew out of this period 

of materialism and racism. Yet, twenty years passed 

before the Indian became a national preoccupation in 

both countries. 

While Bolivia and Peru turned inward, Chile 

projected its newly attained greatness. Chilean leaders 

exalted the wealth and unity of their victorious nation. 

Soon the Chilean people began to consider their nation 

as the "England of the Pacific." Even Europe praised 

Chile as the model republic of Latin America. One 

French journalist remarked that: 



The Chileans enjoy an immense superiority over 
their neighbors. National unity has implanted 
in their souls the civic virtues. Look to the 
north; you will find Peru, a people who mask 
their misery with the cloak of a harlequin, 
made from the pieces of a multi-colored cloth. 
Alongside the descendants of Spain, who have 
disappeared in sterile revolutions, crawl and 
swarm indolent Chinese, brutish negroes, Indians 
who live in their wild state.... During the 
War of the Pacific, these Indians did not know 
to which saint they could entrust themselves 
and they gathered in bands into the ranks of' 
the Chilean army which they believed was a new 
revolutionary party. As for the Bolivians, who 
have lost their access to the sea.... What can 
they, this conglomeration of distant and inacces
sible beings do in their mountain plateaus, far 
from European influences, surrounded by savage 
multitudes in a permanent state of warfare?! 

Chilean historians contributed to the post-war 

euphoria. But they concerned themselves more with 

justification. Naturally, they unanimously stood behind 

their nation, a position even shared by Diego Barros 

Arana, the cold academician known for his relative 

objectivity. But none conveyed the Chilean attitude as 

intensively as Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna. He believed 

that the war, although tragic, was a noble cause. He 

described it as a great "war of races," in which an 

"active people, vigorous and intelligent, encountered 

another, lazy, soft, and demoralized by environment 

and leisure...." He compared the confrontation to that 

1. Andre Bellessort, "Los Romanos de la America 
del Sur," in El caracter chileno, ed. Hernan Godoy, 
(Santiago, 1975") , p. 228. 



between the United States and Mexico over California.2 

Vicuna MacKenna added that Chile also represented the 

triumph of democratic republicanism over caudillismo and 

disorder. He believed that Chile was a modern, bustling 

power whose economic potential was limitless. Only Chile 

could make the lifeless desert bloom. But such reasoning 

conflicted with his earlier ideas on Latin American 

fraternity and confederation. 

Since the 1850s Vicuna MacKenna had dreamed of a 

confederation of Latin American republics to guard 

against foreign aggression. Along with Jose Victorino 

Lastarria, he formed the "Society of American Union," an 

organization dedicated to the creation of a great 

confederation. Although their group collaborated with 

similar clubs in Peru and Ecuador, it eventually failed 

to gain momentum. Nevertheless, the "Union" was vocal 

in its attacks on the William Walker filibustering 

expedition in Nicaragua (1856) and on the French Inter

vention in Mexico (1862). Once the group disbanded, 

Vicuna MacKenna continued his romatic efforts. In 1863, 

when Spain attacked Peru and Chile, he carried his ideas 

to the United States, where he served as a secret agent 

charged with the purchase of arms. While there he 

2. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, La Historia de la 
campana de Tarapaca, (Santiago, 1880), I, 34. 



published La Voz de America, a newspaper through whose 

pages he condemned Spain's aggression, promoted Cuban 

Independence, and envisioned an expedition of Latin 

American nations to liberate Mexico and the Philippines. 

After his secret mission failed, he returned to Chile 

where he pursued his international ideas through the 

pages of El Mercurio. In his controversial biography 

of Diego Portales he devoted several chapters to the 

unjust war of 1837 in which Chile attacked the first 

Peruvian-Bolivian Confederation. But most notable was 

his effort to change the national motto — "By Reason 

or By Force" — which he believed offensive and 

provocative to Chile's neighbors.3 

Vicuna MacKenna's concepts of confederation 

persisted until the War of the Pacific. As his last 

great project, he mediated Chile's potentially dangerous 

border dispute with Argentina. The two republics 

threatened war in 1875 over Patagonia which, like the 

Atacama, was an ill-defined wasteland. Vicuna MacKenna 

urged that "two sister and friendly republics should not 

destroy themselves as dogs over a clean-picked bone.'"* 

In an attempt to persuade the Chilean people that 

3. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Algunos proverbios, 
refranes, notes £ dichos nacionales, (Santiago, 1931), p. 67. 

4. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, "Como se evito la 
guerra con la republica de Argentina," in Paginas escog-
idas, (Buenos Aires, 1944), p. 370. 



Patagonia was worthless, he cited Charles Darwin's geo

graphic observations. He explained that this "territory 

is nothing but a type of immense rock through which 

trickles its scarce water which comes from its scarce 

rainfall, which falls sporadically, not leaving on its 

surface one shrub, herb, or even a moss."5 He even 

argued that if Chile abandoned her claims, a desirable 

balance of power would result to the extent that Argentina 

would rule the southern Atlantic; Chile would reign in 

the Pacific. When negotiations between the two republics 

broke off, Vicuna MacKenna acted as a special intermediary 

through whom talks resumed and the Fierro-Saratea Treaty 

of 1878 was signed. But the border problem with the 

Indian republics of Bolivia and Peru was an entirely 

different matter. 

Vicuna MacKenna wrote in his histories of the War 

of the Pacific that Chile attacked Bolivia in defense of 

the interests of Chilean citizens, who worked in Bolivia. 

The Bolivian government despised the industrious Chileans 

and worked to reduce them to the condition of "galley 

slaves." When Chileans asserted their rights, Vicuna 

MacKenna argued, Bolivian officials showed them the 

"arrogance of the Inquisition."® He added that Bolivian 

5. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlemen-
tarios, (Santiago, 1939), I., 179. 

6. Vicuna MacKenna, Tarapaca", I, 138. 



oppression eventually drove Chileans to form "La Patria," 

a protective association which resorted to such extremes 

as planning a rebellion to "liberate" Antofagasta from 

tyranny. Vicuna MacKenna excused such a plan as a 

reasonable reaction. Nevertheless, Daza's illegal tariff 

increase assured Chile of the futility of dealing 

diplomatically with Bolivia. Vicuna MacKenna wrote that 

Daza epitomized Bolivian barbarism. He added that Daza 

raised the tariffs on Chilean companies not out of 

patriotic duty, but rather to finance his love of bull

fights, fiestas, and drink.7 Deluded and oppressed, 

the Bolivian masses supported their leader, especially 

in view of the rumors of Chile's imminent war with 

Argentina over Patagonia. 

Peru presented Vicuna MacKenna with a delicate 

problem. He had always regarded that nation as a second 

home, where he had spent some of his years in exile. 

Still, he could not pardon Peru for having initiated the 

secret treaty with Bolivia. He suffered further disil

lusionment when he discovered that his old friend, 

Manuel Prado, who was then President of Peru, had 

supported the pact. Convinced of Prado's patriotism, 

Vicuna MacKenna believed that Prado signed the treaty out 

7. Ibid., I, 36. 



of fear of reprisals resulting from his nationalization 

of Chilean mining interests in Tarapaca.8 Nevertheless, 

he assailed his former friend for having distrusted Chile. 

But Vicuna MacKenna discovered that more treachery was 

yet to come. The failure of the Lavalle peace mission 

(March, 1879) assured him that Peru intended to honor its 

commitment to Bolivia. Furthermore, he believed the 

mission to be a ploy through which Peru "bought time" 

to mobilize its forces.^ 

No one understood better than Vicuna MacKenna that 

Chile was unprepared for a long war. He pointed to Chile's 

small inexperienced army when he argued that his nation had 

no intentions of provoking the war. He warned that even 

if Chile had enough weapons and men, the enemy, nonethe

less, enjoyed many advantages. In El Mercurio he added: 

It is not necessary to show that Bolivia is a 
country as militarized as Chile has been indus
trialized and peaceful. Bolivia is...a colossal 
block of granite populated by destructive idlers, 
but there, each of these idlers have a rifle and 
knows how to shoot it with admirable precision 
and agility.10 

As usual he brought race into his observations. He 

explained that the Bolivian and Peruvian soldiers were 

among the best because of their Indian blood, which 

8. Ibid., I, 368. 

9. Ibid., I, 489. 

10. El Mercurio of Santiago, February 28, 1879. 



enabled them to live frugally on coca leaves and cancha.^ 

He added that most of the enemy soldiers came from the 

Andean plateau, where long marches over difficult terrain 

were a way of life. In contrast, he compared the Chilean 

soldiers to those of England, who because of education 

and carnivorous appetite could not endure long marches, 

especially without a well-supplied commissary. Using 

these arguments Vicuna MacKenna urged the rapid moderni

zation of Chile's armed forces. Despite the state of 

Chile's military, Vicuna MacKenna joined the ranks of 

Chileans who publically demanded war. 

Vicuna MacKenna was a prominent figure in the 

streets of war-crazed Santiago. He attended candle-light 

marches and farewell parades for departing troops, and he 

helped to form the "Liga Protectora," a welfare association 

for the families of Chile's war dead and wounded. He also 

led fund raising campaigns for the purchase of weapons. 

And when the first casualties were returned, he gave 

eulogies at mass funerals. But he was best remembered 

for his fiery oration. He moved the crowds with his 

allusions to Chile's heroic past. At one mid-day meeting, 

before 10,000 listeners at the foot of the statue of 

Bernardo O'Higgins in Santiago's main plaza, he proclaimed: 

11. Coca is a shrub native to the Andean region 
from which cocaine is derived. Cancha is a cake made 
from toasted corn and a staple in the Andean diet. 
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To arms, Chileans/ to arms! In the cities, in 
the towns, in the palaces, and in the huts, to 
arms! And when the entire nation has done this, 
then my countrymen, only then will these silent 
emblems of our old glories which beautify and 
crown this wide triumphant avenue — O'Higgins, 
Carrera, San Martin — will shed their frozen 
and silent vestitures...and will bless America 
...declaring to the ages that the children of 
Chile were as dignified as their forefathers.12 

From the streets he took his fervor into the Chilean 

congress, where he hoped to move what he believed to be 

the most reluctant segment of Chilean society, the 

government of Anxbal Pinto. 

Immediately after the invasion of Antofagasta, 

instead of launching a campaign into the interior, the 

Pinto government ordered a naval blockade of the enemy's 

southern ports. Pinto and his ministers justified their 

actions by citing Chile's lack of military preparedness 

and the possibility of a diplomatic solution. Nonethe

less, Vicuna MacKenna assailed the government for its 

seemingly weak move. In congress he questioned whether 

the government had a clear objective.13 And when Pinto 

refused to change his position, Vicuna MacKenna led an 

unsuccessful attempt to censure the cabinet and place the 

war in the hands of the parliament. He continued his 

attacks even after the war had progressed. Ke wrote 

12. Boletifn de la Guerra del Pacifico of 
Santiago, June 1, 1879. 

13. Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlamentarios, 
III, 26. 
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in El Mercurio; 

The manana syndrome is still inherent in the 
Chilean mind. This is why Chile has procrastin
ated in bringing a quick end to the war. Hostil
ities with Peru broke out in April of 1879 and 
only in November did we invade. Wars that halt 
are wars that move backward. But the government, 
full of excuses, has replied, MananaI Manana!14 

Much of Vicuna MacKenna's criticism of the government 

resulted from personal animosity. He had lost to Pinto, 

in the 1876 presidential election. 

As the victories mounted, Vicuna MacKenna 

persistently criticized the course of the war. From the 

beginning he urged one decisive campaign on the Peruvian 

capital. To support his plan he recalled the route of 

Jose de San Martin, who attempted to liberate the southern 

half of Latin America by capturing Lima. Any other plan, 

he argued, would only prolong the war. When Pinto sent 

envoys to the Arica peace conference, Vicuna MacKenna 

leveled his most damning attack. Before the senate he 

accused the government for having 

...compromised the honor and dignity of the 
nation by negotiating a premature and insen
sible peace. Of having paralized military 
operations at a time when, with strengthened 
leverage, we could have consummated the 
campaign on the capital of a deeply demoralized 
enemy. Of having countered the explicite mind 
of the congress which since June (1880) signaled 

14. El Mercurio of Santigo, March 17, 1880. 



78 

as the only solution...the occupation of Lima 
and the disarmament of Callao.15 

He concluded that the government failed to learn anything 

from the lesson of Peruvian treachery. 

Toward the end of the war Vicuna MacKenna 

concerned himself with the status of the conquered 

territories. He always considered the Bolivian coast 

a part of Chilean territory, a contention he supported 

with historical documentation. He also expressed his 

desire to see Chile expand her boundaries throughout 

the entire Atacama. After Chilean forces stormed the 

Gibraltar-like stronghold of Arica, there appeared in 

El Mercurio his famous article, "Don't give up the Rock!" 

In it he wrote "if Chile wants to become the master of 

the Pacific, as England is in the Mediterranean, don't 

give up the rock of Arica!"I® During that time public 

sentiment favored the immediate annexation of all occupied 

territories. But in an uncharacteristic gesture, Vicuna 

MacKenna cautioned Chile not to annex the lands until 

after Lima had been captured and a peace treaty signed, 

a move he believed would avoid any complications arising 

from international law. Nevertheless, he proposed that 

the government take control of all public and private 

15. Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlamentarios, 
III, 47. 

16. El Mercurio, of Santiago, June 21, 1880. 



industries to help pay for some of the costs of the war. 

And once annexation did take place, Vicuna MacKenna 

urged that Chile should insist on keeping the industries, 

at least in the former Peruvian provinces, since Prado 

had nationalized them prior to the war.^ 

Months after Chilean troops captured Lima, 

Vicuna MacKenna warned against the prolonged occupation 

of Peru. He believed that, aside from the financial 

considerations, a long period of occupation would have 

an adverse effect on Chile. Furthermore it would retard 

the badly-needed political evolution of the Peruvian 

people. Again he drew from historical lessons by citing 

San Martin's demise, which had resulted from his period 

of vascillation in Lima. Ultimately he argued that the 

Chilean soldier was not accustomed to the "tropical" 

climate. If Chileans remained any longe,r, he concluded, 

Peru would become the "cemetery of Chile."1® 

While Chilean soldiers held Lima, Vicuna MacKenna 

completed his Historia de la campana de Lima, the last 

part of his multi-volume history of the war. Based on 

military dispatches and correspondence from the front, 

Vicuna MacKenna's vivid chronicles represented his single 

greatest contribution of the war period. To this day 

17. El Mercurio of Santiago, February 18, 1880. 

18. Vicuna MacKenna, Discursos parlamentarios, 
III, 106. 
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they stand as the most complete description of the war. 

They are also testimonials of a people and a man who 

were obsessed with vindication. 

Throughout his works, Vicuna MacKenna proved the 

necessity of adopting an aggressive war plan. He described 

the relative ease in which the Peruvian navy, led by the 

legendary monitor Huascar, harassed Pinto's blockade on 

supply missions to Arica, Inquique, and other ports. He 

explained that Pinto1s ministers ignored these incidents 

until the costly losses of the Chilean transport Rimac 

1 Q 
and the battleship Esmeralda. He would later glorify 

the Esmeralda as the symbol of Chilean heroism. By June 

of 1879, he wrote that Chile had wisely changed her 

strategy and ordered her navy to pursue the Peruvian 

fleet. He praised the subsequent capture of the Huascar 

at Angamos Bay as the fruit of Chile's new policy. 

After the capture of the Huascar it was easy for 

many Chileans to become over confident, but Vicuna 

MacKenna proved to his readers that the war was indeed 

long and bloody. He emphasized repeatedly the long marches 

and the chronic lack of water which plagued Chile's army. 

When the Chileans captured the hamlet of Tarapaca", he 

called the battle a virtual defeat for Chile because of 

the high number of casualties its forces suffered. 

19. Vicuna MacKenna, Tarapaca", II, 255. 
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Chileans fared slightly better at Tacna, which Vicuna 

MacKenna described as the fiercest battle of the war. 

He romantically recalled the artillery duels, the repeated 

bayonet charges, and the long final assault in which 

hundreds on both sides gallantly lost their lives. He 

also praised the bravery of the Bolivian soldier at Tacna. 

He explained that most surrendered only because they were 

too wounded to fight.20 The Peruvians showed equal 

courage, especially during their defense of the rock of 

Arica. Although the siege lasted only fifty-five 

minutes, Peruvian officers died along side their men in 

the defense of the homeland. Vicuna MacKenna wrote: 

The Peruvians lost no less than a thousand men, or 
two thirds of their troops, no less were twenty 
chiefs and officers of any consideration who paid 
with their lives the obligatory tribute.... It 
was not possible to distinguish the personalities 
nor, much less, their insignias. And this was 
highly painful, because it would have been worthy 
of Chile and her honor as a civilized nation to 
save the lives of men as Bolognesi, Moore, as 
Zavalas and Arias .... 21 

But the feats of enemy courage did not detract from the 

Chilean hero. 

Hero worship played a significant role in Vicuna 

MacKenna's war narratives. Throughout his works he 

praised the men of Chile's armed forces. He compared 

20. BenjamiTn Vicuna MacKenna, Historia de la Cam-
pana de Tacna y Arica, 1879-1880 , (Santiago, 1881), p. 1053. 

21. Ibid., p. 1158. 



Chilean generals to the greatest military figures in 

history. General Pedro Lagos, who led the lightning 

assault on Arica, was Chile's answer to "Ajax of Troy."22 

General Rafael Sotomayor, who led the invasion of Antofa-

gasta, was the "new" John C. Fremont, the conqueror of 

Mexican California.23 vicuna MacKenna's admiration 

often reached fanatical proportions. In 1882 he 

threatened Chile's tradition of civil rule when he 

nominated Manuel Baquedano, the general who engineered 

the final campaign on Lima, as candidate for the 

presidency. But Vicuna MacKenna reserved his greatest 

praise for those who gave their lives on the battlefield. 

The greatest of Chile's martyrs was Arturo Prat, 

the captain of the ill-fated Esmeralda. Prat became a 

national hero almost overnight when he lost his life 

while trying to board the Huascar after it had just 

rammed his ship. Vicuna MacKenna was instrumental in 

Prat's elevation to national sainthood. Throughout his 

works and speeches Vicuna MacKenna echoed Prat's 

immortal words: "All on board, boys!" In congress 

Vicuna MacKenna even proposed the allocation of funds for 

the salvage of the Esmeralda as well as for the transfer 

22. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Album de la gloria 
de Chile, (Santiago, 1976), p. 204. 

23. Vicuna MacKenna, Tarapaca, II, 34. 



of Prat's remains to the capital for proper burial.24 

But despite his excesses, Vicuna MacKenna showed his 

beneficience when he published his Album de la gloria de 

Chile. In this book he immortalized the names of less-

notable figures whose final contributions would have 

passed into oblivion. In writing about one obscure 

lieutenant, Vicuna MacKenna stated, "also dying in 

Tarapaca was a young man of twenty-five years, the son. 

of an honorable worker of Talsa. His name was Jose* 

Tobias Morales, and he had been a cadet and a soldier of 

Buin."25 Only the names of Daza and Prado tarnished the 

honor of the deaths of Morales, Prat, and their Bolivian 

and Peruvian counterparts. 

Vicuna MacKenna condemned the cowardice of the 

two dictators. Their lack of leadership, he explained, 

demoralized their ranks. They squandered war funds while 

their soldiers starved in the trenches. Furthermore, 

when the two caudillos visited the front, they did so 

under the cover of secrecy. And when battle approached, 

they slid away in a similar manner.26 vicuna MacKenna 

applauded the enemy for having overthrown them. But 

24. El Mercurio of Santiago, February 21, 1880. 

25. Vicuna MacKenna, Album de la gloria, p. 511. 

26. Vicuna MacKenna, Tarapaca", II, 495. 



while Bolivia wisely withdrew from the battlefield, Peru 

continued the fight because. Vicuna MacKenna lamented, it 

was cursed with another caudillo, Nicolas Pierola. 

Pierola became the main villain in Vicuna MacKenna's 

works after Prado's departure. Pierola came to power 

as a self-styled "twin of Napoleon III," who also bore 

the ridiculous titles of "Savior," "Regenerator," and 

"Protector of the Indigenous Race." Through treachery 

and deception the dictator maintained himself in power 

and prolonged the war. When Peru's broken army limped 

back into the capital, Pierola censored the press and 

made fantastic claims of Chilean reverses. Once the 

prospect of defeat became more ominous, the caudillo 

called out for 240,346 reserves for the final defense 

of the homeland. Of the 18,000 who actually reported 

for duty, Vicuna MacKenna.mused, many of them were 

backward sierra Indians and convicts.27 Pierola reminded 

Peru once again of his monstrous presence when he 

announced plans for a surprise attack that would expel 

the Chileans from Tarapaca. 

Vicuna MacKenna used his final chapters of the war 

to vindicate his war-time activities. He described the 

Chilean drive toward Lima as the quickest and most 

27. Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna, Historia de la cam-
pana de Lima, 1880-1881, (Santiago, 1881), p. 701. 



decisive solution to the war. He added that the prospect 

of immediate victory recharged Chile's war-weary soldiers 

through the streets of Chorrillos and Miraflores. The 

behavior of the Peruvians at those battles proved what 

he had always believed of the lack of dignity of the 

Peruvian masses. He wrote that when the Peruvians 

retreated, they "degenerated into hungry desperate 

hordes who fell upon homes and storehouses, sacking, 

burning, and killing whatever they found in the fury 

of their bloody orgy."28 Pierola's example was hardly 

better. He fled into the Andes in a cowardly way. Amid 

this chaotic scene, the Chilean army marched into Lima 

as a "clemency," which had come to rescue Peru from 

herself. Relating a legend which grew out of this 

historic moment, Vicuna MacKenna wrote that a "huge 

tri-colored rainbow appeared between the heavens and 

the Andes to welcome the Chilean army, confirming to 

them that the long bloody war had come to an end."29 

The appearance of the rainbow proved to Vicuna 

MacKenna that his nation had survived the supreme test 

of unity. He believed that this test was an inevitable 

consequence of Chile's remarkable evolution, a process 

which he greatly influenced. To his credit, Chileans 

28. Ibid., p. 1196. 

29. Ibid., p. 1163. 



considered themselves as the foremost nation in Latin 

America, which represented modern and republican virtues. 

They drew upon this belief for self-justification when 

they attacked what they believed to be the forces of 

barbarism, caudillismo, disorder, and racial retrogression 

in the other parts of Latin America. As a historian, 

Vicuna MacKenna proved to his countrymen that Bolivia 

and Peru provoked the war. As a statesman, he urged 

his nation to attack. Ultimately, as one of the war's 

chief chroniclers, he proved to the ages that the 

Chilean people were indeed heroic. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Benjamin Vicuna MacKenna died in 1886 believing 

that his nation was on the threshold of becoming a 

modern liberal republic. He understood that Chile had 

come a long way in her journey from Indian barbarism 

to American civilization. As Chile's greatest historian 

he played a singular role in that transformation. He 

made patriotism the central theme in his works. By 

upholding the sanctity of the nation, he was able to 

overcome obstacles which confronted other historians 

who had been influenced by political ideology. Vicuna 

MacKenna was a devoted liberal, but he repeatedly 

sacrificed his political beliefs upon the altar of 

national unity. 

Vicuna MacKenna reinterpreted the meaning of 

Chilean history. Drawing upon the ideas of Andres Bello 

and Jose Victorino Lastarria, he formulated an historical 

philosophy which accommodated the beliefs of all his 

countrymen. Vicuna MacKenna believed that Chilean 

history was a long process which would ultimately result 

in the creation of his modern liberal republic. He 
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emphasized repeatedly that all aspects of Chile's past, 

positive or negative, contributed to the formation of 

the Chilean nation. Vicuna MacKenna believed that the 

Chileans of his time were fully equipped with the 

virtues of liberal republican life. They gained their 

culture from Spain and their love of liberty from the 

Araucanian. Chileans became republicans during their 

struggle against Spanish domination. During the first 

thirty years of the Portalian Era, Chileans acquired 

their progressive spirit. From the 1860s on, they 

would draw upon what they have learned and they would 

gradually eliminate the relics of primitivism which 

lingered in education, government, and in the distant 

corners of the republic. This was the image Vicuna 

MacKenna presented in his histories. 

Vicuna MacKenna used his greatest talents as a 

historian when he created the cult of national heroes. 

He always believed that great men directed the course 

of Chilean history. By recording the lives of the 

nation's greatest figures, Vicuna MacKenna created 

symbols of national unity, and in the process he humbled 

Chile's leading historians whom he viewed to have been 

captivated by the passions of ideologies. It is 

impossible to know the effect Vicuna MacKenna's biogra

phies had on Chilean politics, but in every major city 

proudly stand the statues of Jose Miguel Carrera, 



Diego Portales, and Arturo Prat, men whose names would 

have passed into anonymity. Contemporary Chile has 

bestowed Vicuna MacKenna with the greatest compliment of 

all by republishing all of his works on the lives of 

Chile's heroes. 

Finally, Vicuna MacKenna viewed the War of the 

Pacific as an inevitability resulting from Chile's 

remarkable transformation in the nineteenth century. 

For him the war signaled that the time had come for 

Chile to rise up and defeat the forces of retrogression 

which Bolivia and Peru represented. Vicuna MacKenna's 

cry "la Patria! la Patria'!," was heard over the murmurs 

and jargon of politicians. Vicuna MacKenna also struck 

down his earlier notions of Latin American confedera-

tionism in the name of Chile and of civilization. As 

Chile's greatest historian, he left vividly detailed 

accounts of the heroic events of Chile's historic 

moment. His chronicles of the war still stand today as 

the most authoritative on Chile's conflict with Bolivia 

and Peru. 
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